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Abstract 

This thesis addresses the impacts of emerging energy scarcity on food security, and 

explores strategies for transition to a sustainable food system. The core research 

questions focus on the Transition movement and implications for its political strategy 

generally, and proposals for food security specifically. The thesis also explores 

contextual questions, including: What post-peak oil scenarios are plausible or 

implausible given current evidence regarding global oil production, resource 

constraints, and available energy alternatives? Do any current trends or signals indicate 

the unfolding of one scenario, in particular, and if so, how will this scenario impact on 

food security, and what are the implications for the Transition movement? 

Evidence is presented that global oil production has already ‘plateaued’, and the most 

likely scenarios for industrial societies now lie on a continuum between forced, gradual 

energy descent and rapid collapse. Emerging trends indicate that energy scarcity is 

associated with the evolution of a post-liberal order, as anticipated by the more 

pessimistic contributions to the ‘politics of scarcity’ debate, initiated in the 1970’s. 

These trends are also manifesting within the global food system, in the form of ‘land-

grabbing’ and the widespread imposition of GM-based industrial agriculture. Given 

continuing fossil fuel depletion, this new order will be unsustainable. 

In light of imminent forced energy descent, the emergence of an elite retrenchment 

scenario, and learning from the Cuban Special Period, it is argued that green politics, 

and Transition movement strategy, should focus on the contested politics of forced 

transition, in conjunction with a prospective politics that steers transition towards a 

new societal equilibrium. A diverse, adaptive repertoire of political strategies is 

proposed, including: solutions-based activism; oppositional activism; insurgent 

citizenship; transformative engagement with local government; as well as ‘de-linking’ 

initiatives. Scaling up of local Transition initiatives should include: promotion of regional 

solidarity networks between urban centres; regional food system planning; and building 

alliances with other counter-hegemonic social movements. It is further proposed that a 

‘food sovereignty’ framing is adopted, and that scaled up, farm sector agroecology is 

promoted, to complement existing permaculture and organic approaches.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

‘The steep ride up and down the energy curve is the most abnormal thing that has ever 

happened in human history. Most of human history is a no-growth situation. Our culture is 

built on growth and that phase of human history is almost over and we are not prepared for 

it. Our biggest problem is not the end of our resources. That will be gradual. Our biggest 

problem is a cultural problem. We don't know how to cope with it.’ 

M King Hubbert
1
 

1.1 OUTLINE OF CHAPTER 

Chapter 1 provides firstly, in Section 1.2, a brief background to the issues addressed 

by the thesis, their significance, and the rationale for this research enquiry. Section 

1.3 sets out the focus of the enquiry and the core research questions, and Section 

1.4 clarifies key themes and concepts.  The main findings and argument of the 

thesis are outlined in Section 1.5. Methodology and research methods are dealt 

with in Section 1.6 and Section 1.7.  Section 1.8 describes the originality of thesis 

content and approach, and Section 1.9 provides a synopsis of the thesis structure 

and content. 

1.2 BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE FOR RESEARCH ENQUIRY 

There is convincing evidence, to be presented in Chapter 2, that a peak in 

conventional oil has already occurred (IEA 2010), and that global oil production has 

reached a precarious ‘plateau’, maintained temporarily by exploitation of non-

conventional sources of fossil energy.  ‘Peak oil’ is the point where global oil 

production reaches its maximum level and then begins to decline.  Given the 

ubiquity of fossil energy, and carbon-based products, within industrial civilisation, 

peak oil and subsequent ‘energy descent’ present an unprecedented challenge to 

the sustainability of the industrial growth paradigm.  

                                                      

1
 Source: http://www.azquotes.com/author/28100-M_King_Hubbert. 

http://www.azquotes.com/author/28100-M_King_Hubbert
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Energy scarcity is one of many inter-related global ecological crises converging in 

the 21st century, including climate change, water scarcity, biodiversity loss, resource 

depletion, and environmental degradation.  While climate change is arguably the 

most serious threat to all planetary life, peak oil is perhaps the more imminent 

threat to human industrial civilisation.  No other source of energy combines the 

energy density, transportability, and hitherto low cost of oil.  Oil contributes 34% of 

global energy, including 90% of transportation fuel (Sorrell et al 2010).  It underpins 

every sector within industrialised economies, providing the feedstock for plastics, 

pharmaceuticals, and chemicals. The industrialised food and farming system is 

reliant on fossil energy for agricultural machinery, irrigation systems, and agri-

chemicals. This dependency extends to transportation, refrigeration, processing, 

packaging, and distribution.   

The risks of oil depletion are therefore potentially catastrophic for industrial 

civilization. A correlation has been identified between historic oil price spikes and 

economic recessions, including the recent global recession that began in 2007/2008 

(Hamilton 2009, 2011).  If no realistic alternative is developed to replace the energy 

density and versatility of oil, peak oil heralds the end of economic growth and 

globalisation.  This may well entail mass unemployment, and the increasing failure 

of central government services and social programmes, as the tax base diminishes.  

In these circumstances, which may already be arising, there will be declining 

opportunities for investment in alternative energy infrastructure. Actual or 

anticipated social unrest, as a consequence of economic disruption or food 

shortages, may provide a pretext for more autocratic forms of governance.  The 

focus of this thesis is therefore on peak oil, and specifically, its implications for food 

security. 

Climate change currently occupies a more dominant place in public awareness, 

media coverage, and policy debates.  By focussing on peak oil, this thesis 

intentionally de-centres climate change as the primary ecological challenge.  The 

rationale for this approach, as stated above, is primarily because energy scarcity 

may be the more imminent threat to human civilization, even though climate 
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change represents the more serious threat to all planetary life in the longer-term.  

The risks of peak oil to global industrial civilisation are potentially catastrophic, and 

frequently under-estimated.  Secondly, the focus on energy scarcity is a heuristic 

strategy that seeks to reveal issues that may be sequestered by a more exclusive 

focus on climate change.  For example, the time scales associated with climate 

change and peak oil are very different. Climate change is a longer term process. This 

is not to ignore the risks of tipping points, and the potential for abrupt, and 

catastrophic change. Nonetheless, to date, climate change has been a gradual, 

cumulative process, encouraging a more long-termist approach in responding to it.  

Peak oil, by contrast, will be associated with a limited time period, and if it 

precipitates a rapid energy descent, the impacts will be abrupt and catastrophic.  

The prevailing focus on climate change, and the perception that it is a slowly 

evolving problem, lulls us into believing that, with sufficient political will and public 

support, we can plan a managed, technologically-based transition to ‘sustainability’.  

Peak oil offers no reassurance that we have the luxury of this gradualist approach.  

With regard to other sequestered issues, the centrality of the climate change 

narrative, while undeniably grounded in empirical reality, can nonetheless obscure 

covert policies and discursive strategies, deployed by political and economic elites, 

in response to energy scarcity.  The emergence of an ‘elite retrenchment’ response 

to peak oil is discussed in chapters 3 and 4.   

The rationale for focussing on peak oil, outlined above, extends also to the related 

focus on the impacts of energy scarcity on food security, and the challenge of 

transitioning to a sustainable food and agriculture system.  Global food security is 

under pressure from a range of factors, besides energy scarcity.  The 21st century 

has seen a reversal of the downward trend in food prices that occurred in last three 

decades of the 20th century.  Demand and supply-side drivers of rising food prices 

include: population growth, the ‘nutrition transition’ to more affluent consumption 

patterns and associated waste, land availability, land degradation, water scarcity, 

climate change, energy prices, and biofuel production (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009; 
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Beddington 2009; Brown 2008; Evans 2008, 2009; UK Foresight 2011; Godfray et al 

2010; Lang 2008; Morgan and Sonnino 2010; Sage 2012). 

By 2050, global population is projected to increase from the current 6.7 billion to 

9.1 billion. This has prompted claims that food production will need to increase 

between 70% to 100% over this period (Beddington 2010; Godfray et al 2010; FAO 

2009; Mitchell 2008).  However, this ignores the impact of increased meat and dairy 

consumption in newly industrialising countries on global demand for food, livestock 

feed, and agricultural land (Tomlinson 2013).  The ‘nutrition transition’ to more 

affluent diets is associated with non-communicable diseases, such as obesity, 

diabetes, and heart disease, and represents an inefficient use of land and water 

resources through diversion of grain from human consumption to animal feed.  It 

also reduces the affordability of staple foods for poorer consumers.   

Affluent diets and lifestyles are also associated with food waste which again calls 

into question the imperative to double global food production by 2050.  In the UK, 

consumers throw away a third of all food purchased, of which, 50% is edible. Per 

household this amounts to between £250 and £400 of edible food per year. The UK 

food supply system as a whole wastes 55% of produce (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009).  

As Sage (2012) observes,  

‘if [rich countries] buy hundreds of millions of tonnes of food and end up 

throwing it away, these countries are effectively and gratuitously removing 

food from the market that could have been bought by others’ (Sage 2012: 

200). 

Turning to supply-side factors impacting on global food security, constraints on land 

availability are contributing to inelasticity of supply.  Over the last 30 years global 

food production doubled, largely due to increased yields achieved through use of 

irrigation, chemical fertilizers, and adoption of high-yield crop varieties.  This 

productivity is now falling off, and there are constraints on increasing acreage.  25% 

of the world's farmland is highly degraded with soil erosion, salinity, over-use of 
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chemical fertilizers and industrial pollution. The best land is already under 

cultivation, and at most there is only 12% additional land available (FAO 2011).   

Increasing water scarcity represents a further supply-side driver of rising food 

prices. Agriculture currently absorbs 70% of total global supplies of water (FAO 

2007), and is confronted with competition from expanding urban populations.  

Water scarcity itself is driven by population growth, transition to affluent diets, the 

extent of irrigation, depletion of groundwater sources, and climate change 

(Beddington 2009; Sage 2012).  By 2050, water scarcity will impact on 40% of the 

world population (Sage 2012). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) has warned that by 2020, up to 250 million people are likely to experience 

increased water scarcity due to climate change alone (IPCC 2007), and UNESCO has 

predicted that this could rise to between two and seven billion people by 2050 

(UNESCO 2006). 

Extreme weather events, associated with climate change, have also caused 

widespread crop losses in recent years. Climate change has contributed to rapid 

spread of crop and animal diseases. Global agricultural output is predicted to 

decline by 16% by 2020 as a result of climate change, and as much as 30% in Africa, 

and 21% in Asia by 2050 (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009).  The Stern Report, addressing 

the economics of climate change, found that agriculture itself is responsible for 14% 

of global greenhouse gas emissions. Of these emissions, 38% are due to chemical 

fertilizers, and 31% due to intensive livestock farming (Stern 2007).   

Finally, rising energy prices have contributed significantly to higher food costs.  As 

we have seen, the global industrial food system is predicated on the availability of 

cheap fossil energy, directly through cultivation, processing, refrigeration, 

transportation, to distribution; and indirectly through manufacture of chemical 

fertilizers, pesticides and agricultural plastics.  The rise in demand for fertilizer, and 

subsequent price rises, has put even more strain on food prices.  Between 1996 and 

2008, fertilizer demand increased by 56% in less industrialized nations and 31% 

worldwide.  Most of this increased demand came from rising meat consumption in 
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emerging economies, combined with the push for biofuel production (Hargrove 

2008). Rising energy prices have stimulated diversion of food crops and agricultural 

land to production of bio-fuels.  According to a World Bank study, US farmland 

planted with maize increased by 23% in 2007, leading to a 16% decline in soybean 

production.  Soybean prices rose by 75% in 2008.  In the same period, the EU 

planted land, previously used for wheat, with oilseeds for bio-diesel, thus 

contributing to a 50% decline in global wheat stocks (Mitchell 2008). 

The expansion of biofuel production was a significant factor in the food and oil price 

spikes of 2007/2008 and related ‘food riots’ around the world.  These events were a 

significant milestone in shifting assumptions about unlimited supplies of cheap food 

and energy.  Food and energy acquired greater prominence as national security 

priorities. In UK national security strategy documents, competition for energy and 

disruption of food supplies have been added to more traditional security threats, 

such as terrorism and regional conflict (Cabinet Office 2008, 2010), and there have 

been a series of reports warning of the risks to UK food security of continued 

reliance on global markets (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009; Barling, Sharpe and Lang 

2008; Brown 2008; Evans 2008; Food Ethics Council 2008). 

Rising energy and food prices have led to a number of ‘positive feedback loops’ 

internationally, that are both symptomatic of scarcity and serve to deepen it 

further.  These include: export bans or tariffs to limit food exports and control 

domestic prices; replenishing strategic stockpiles; speculative financial investment; 

and bilateral food supply arrangements.  China, India and some Gulf states, 

including Saudi Arabia, are frequently identified as the principal investors in foreign 

land acquisition, particularly in Africa and Eastern Europe (eg. Beddington 2009).  

However, as we will see in Chapter 4, the US and UK are also leading ‘land 

grabbers’.  

To sum up, rising food prices in the 21st century are attributed to the various factors 

described above, namely: population growth, constraints on land availability, 

degradation of agricultural land, water scarcity, the nutrition transition, food waste, 
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climate change, rising energy prices, and biofuels.  Biofuel expansion is a corollary 

of rising fossil energy costs, as are the rising cost of agri-chemicals and agricultural 

plastics; while export bans, stockpiling, speculation, and ‘off-shore’ land acquisitions 

represent positive feedback loops generated by rising food costs.  As we will see in 

Chapter 4, financial speculation and ‘land-grabbing’ are also associated with the 

nutrition transition and energy scarcity. 

Analyses of global food insecurity invariably include rising energy costs within a 

subset of the factors detailed above (eg. Ambler-Edwards et al 2009; Beddington 

2009; Brown 2008; Evans 2008, 2009; UK Foresight 2011; Godfray et al 2010; Lang 

2008; Morgan and Sonnino 2010; Sage 2012).  Energy scarcity is therefore 

subsumed within a global food security problematic, as but one of several inter-

related resource or environmental challenges.  Insofar as the distinctive causal role 

of fossil energy, in deeper, systemic mechanisms, is not made explicit, then the 

enormity of emerging energy scarcity is obscured.  Climate change, the transition to 

affluent, pathogenic diets and global hunger are symptoms that originate from 

hitherto energy abundance, and its profligate and inequitable use.  This has made 

possible a globalised, industrial growth system based on free market principles, 

consumerist individualism, productivism and capital accumulation.  Rising energy 

costs and biofuel expansion are symptomatic of emerging energy scarcity, and this 

signals a tectonic shift in the foundation conditions of the industrial growth 

paradigm, including the industrial food system.   

In short, peak oil changes everything.  It requires, indeed forces, radical change, not 

just in food production methods, but in the wider socio-cultural paradigm, lifestyles 

and views of the ‘good life’.  Insofar as analyses fail to acknowledge the distinction 

between the problems generated by energy abundance and those associated with 

energy scarcity, and the profound implications of energy scarcity, then an unspoken 

category mistake is being made, creating the optical illusion that energy scarcity, 

like climate change, is amenable to incrementalist solutions.  This is not to diminish 

the scale of the challenge presented by climate change, nor the gravity of its 

potential impacts, including those to which we are already committed, and the 
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potential for abrupt, catastrophic climate impacts.  The point is simply to highlight a 

seemingly obvious, but often occluded, distinction. Climate change is a problem 

originating in energy abundance, and requiring a proactively planned response of 

restraint, mitigation and adaptation, including a shift to low carbon or low energy 

solutions.  It has, hitherto, been perceived as a gradually unfolding environmental 

challenge that can be addressed in a long-term, piecemeal, and incrementalist 

fashion.  By contrast, emerging scarcity, arising from peak oil, demands a more 

urgent, reactive response to promote socio-economic resilience and adaptation, in 

order to avoid civilizational collapse.   

This thesis, therefore, foregrounds peak oil in relation to food, owing to the 

distinctive position of fossil energy within the food system, and because fossil 

energy scarcity may be the more imminent threat to global food security.  

Moreover, as indicated above, the focus on peak oil is also a heuristic strategy 

intended to throw a different perspective on issues of food system sustainability 

and the political economy of food. 

One final point, with regard to the rationale and motivation for this research 

enquiry, arises from the author’s own experience and positionality.  Interest in this 

subject developed in the course of personal engagement with a Transition Towns 

initiative in Derry, Northern Ireland, and prior work experience promoting organic 

horticulture.  The thesis is therefore motivated by both the author’s academic 

interest in the topic, and by an engaged interest in the transition to a post-carbon 

society and an ecologically sustainable food system.  Consequently, the thesis aims, 

in large part, to offer a friendly critique of, and contribution to, Transition 

movement strategy and practice (Section 1.4 will clarify how the term ‘Transition 

movement’ is used in the thesis), and be of practical use to others who are engaged 

in promoting transition to a sustainable society and food system. 
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1.3 FOCUS OF RESEARCH AND CORE QUESTIONS 

The focus of this research concerns the vulnerabilities of the global, industrialised 

food system to fossil energy scarcity, and the transition to a sustainable food 

system.  The core questions then are: 

 Given emerging fossil energy scarcity, and its incipient impacts on global 

food security, how should the Transition movement develop its strategy for 

food system transformation?, and; 

 What political strategy and approach is needed, by the Transition 

movement, to inform and support its food transition strategy? 

The approach taken is to adopt a multi-level perspective (described below in 

Section 1.7) that includes investigation of evolving global and national political 

economy and policy landscapes, as well as critical evaluation of specific strategies 

for food system transition.  Hence, the following contextual and subsidiary research 

questions are addressed: 

 How imminent is peak oil? 

 Which post-peak oil scenarios are plausible/implausible given current 

evidence regarding peak oil, resource constraints, and available energy 

alternatives?  

 What are the critical uncertainties that will determine the emergence of a 

specific range of post-peak oil scenarios? 

 Do any current trends or signals indicate the unfolding of one scenario in 

particular?  

 If so, how will this scenario impact on food security, and what are the 

implications for Transition movement strategy? 

 What lessons can be learned from the Cuban experience of energy scarcity 

during the 1990’s ‘Special Period’ that is additional to, or divergent from, 

Transition movement assumptions and prescriptions regarding food system 

transition? 
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1.4 CLARIFICATION OF KEY THEMES AND CONCEPTS 

This section discusses a number of key themes, concepts and terms used 

throughout the text.  The purpose is to clarify how these are understood and 

defined, their significance within the thesis, as well as commenting on other issues 

raised by the use of these terms.  Specific terms covered, include: ‘Transition 

movement’; ‘economic growth’; ‘industrial growth paradigm’ (and equivalent terms 

and synonyms); ‘sustainability’, and ‘resilience’. 

‘Transition movement’ 

As indicated in Section 1.3, the Transition movement plays a central role in this 

thesis, and refers to the international re-localisation movement, associated with the 

‘Transition Towns’ network, initiated in Ireland and Britain in 2005/2006, and which 

has since spread virally throughout the world.  There are now, at the time of 

writing, 230 ‘official’ Transition initiatives in the UK, 479 in total globally, with most 

concentrated in Anglophone countries and Europe.  The movement is based on the 

model promoted by the Transition Network which is the UK-based, charitable 

organisation set up to support and accredit local transition initiatives. The core 

questions addressed by the thesis relate to the developing political strategy of the 

Transition movement, and how this informs its approach to food system transition.  

In its definition of the Transition movement, this thesis also includes authors who 

are strongly associated with it, and have influenced the development of Transition 

thinking and activism. These include the founder of Transition Towns, Rob Hopkins, 

as well as Richard Heinberg, David Holmgren, Ted Trainer, and Colin Campbell, 

amongst others.  

A transition town is a grass-roots, community-led response to peak oil, climate 

change and economic instability.  Transition initiatives seek to build local resilience 

by, amongst other things, restoring local food economies and traditional skills, 

introducing local currencies, re-localising energy generation, developing use of local 

building materials, promoting a localised zero waste approach to waste 

management, encouraging a shift away from car-dependency to alternative forms 
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of transport, and rethinking healthcare in terms of promoting good health and the 

availability of complementary medicines (Hopkins 2008b, 2005). Each local initiative 

sets its own priorities and approach within the framework of the core principles 

prescribed by the Transition Network (Hopkins and Lipman 2009). 

It is recognised that the Décroissance movement in France, and other European 

countries, has many similarities to the anglophone Transition movement.  It 

foregrounds peak oil, along with climate change, and advocates an economic 

‘degrowth’ strategy that is consistent with relocalisation initiatives promoted by the 

Transition movement.  This thesis focuses on the anglophone Transition movement, 

in particular, within the UK and Ireland, for the following reasons: the author’s 

personal involvement in a Transition initiative; greater familiarity with the 

Transition movement; and relative ease of access to relevant literature.  Moreover, 

at an early stage in the research process, the author briefly explored Décroissance 

literature and formed the view that the movement was over-intellectualised, and 

had little to offer in terms of practical solutions.  This somewhat harsh and 

caricatured view was subsequently revised, at a later stage, following further 

exposure to Décroissance thinking through additional reading, and listening to 

online interviews with leading Décroissance advocates.  There is a marked 

difference of style between Décroissance and Transition, with the former 

articulating a very oppositional and intellectualised, counter-hegemonic politics 

compared to the ‘apolitical pragmatism’ (Mason and Whitehead 2012: 493) of the 

Transition movement.  The contrasting approaches suggest that the two 

movements may have much to learn from each other.  This argument is made in 

Chapter 7, and Chapter 8 proposes further comparative research that would 

facilitate mutual exchange and learning between the Transition and Décroissance 

movements. 

The political style and strategy of the Transition movement is a central theme in this 

thesis.  The Transition Towns network in the UK has been subject to criticism for its 

apparent lack of critical political analysis and failure to address the systemic causes 

of climate change and resource scarcity (Trapese Collective 2008).  Brown et al 
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(2012) argue that ‘transition discourse’ is inherently non-radical and has been 

deployed within government policy initiatives.  They distinguish between 

‘transition’ and ‘transformation’, whereby the latter entails a ‘wholesale change 

(and disjuncture) in the economic mode of production, in political institutions and 

ideologies, and in societal norms’ (ibid: 1611), while transition, by contrast, denotes 

‘iterative, incremental processes of change, towards uncertain futures’ (ibid: 1608), 

and which ‘typically do not anticipate a wholesale shift in the future economic 

mode of production’ (ibid: 1611). Transition therefore constitutes at best a 

reconfiguration of the existing system, but falls short of transformation. 

Firstly, from the fact that transition terminology has been co-opted by government, 

it does not necessarily follow that transition discourse is inherently reformist, or 

that the Transition movement itself offers no radical alternative.  It would not be 

the first time that potentially transformative concepts have been domesticated and 

co-opted into official discourses. Secondly, the distinction made between transition 

and transformation rests on a semantic error.  Transition is the process; 

transformation and reconfiguration are potential outcomes.  At this stage, it is still 

an open question as to whether the particular process of transition, advocated by 

the Transition movement, will lead to systemic transformation, or simply facilitate 

reconfiguration of existing structures and power relations. 

The Trapeze Collective critique represents a more substantive challenge to 

Transition movement strategy and practice, arguing that the focus on local, 

practical solutions does not bring about structural or political change.  The following 

excerpt encapsulates their critique: 

‘While it is clearly important to support projects for sustainability and 

improve our local communities’resilience, this should not be confused or 

conflated with tackling the root causes of climate change or “peak oil” 

energy scarcity. Given the reality of the global economy, to what extent can 

TT initiatives alter the current rules of the global economic game? It is 

possible that removing a significant proportion of consumers from the 
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equation would ultimately weaken and threaten economic growth. 

However, it is more likely that low carbon community initiatives could 

happily exist without challenging causes such as high levels of economic 

output, highly concentrated ownership in the hands of a few multinationals, 

lack of democratic control, rampant resource extraction and the search for 

new areas of profit’ (Trapese Collective 2008: 11). 

One response to this critique, from the Transition movement, is that peak oil makes 

protest redundant.  In his reply to the Trapese Collective, Hopkins states that, 

‘the shift in focus from the global to the local will not be a choice, nor is it 

something we have to campaign and protest for, it is utterly inevitable’ 

(Hopkins 2008a). 

Bailey, Hopkins and Wilson (2010) make a similar point when they observe that, 

‘the Transition movement is not ideologically antigrowth; it simply sees that 

inevitable oil scarcity makes economic growth irrelevant’ (ibid: 598).  Their view is 

that there is no need to campaign for degrowth and re-localisation because they 

will happen anyway.  This relates to the discussion in Section 1.3 regarding the 

significant distinction between peak oil and climate change.  If climate change were 

the sole problem, then the appropriate response would be voluntary and planned 

reduction of fossil energy use.  If government, and society generally, did not move 

in this direction, then there would be incentive to protest and campaign.  However, 

peak oil makes fossil energy reduction inevitable, hence the perceived redundancy 

of protest, and emphasis instead on positive, practical solutions to promote local 

resilience that, it is believed, will increasingly be taken up by mainstream society, 

and supported by government, as the energy crisis deepens.  Hence too, the 

apolitical, inclusive and consciously upbeat style calculated to engage mainstream 

support and participation.   

Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009) analyse the Transition movement from a Strategic 

Niche Management perspective, an approach based on Transition Management 

theory that aims to induce socio-technical transition towards sustainable 
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development (to be discussed further in Section 1.7 Methodological and 

conceptual approach).  They note that the replication and scaling up of, 

‘new sociotechnical systems of provision (for food, transport, education, 

housing, energy etc) … has the potential impact of potentially displacing the 

regime, by achieving a tipping point whereby it becomes normal to practice 

these greener low-carbon resilient-community values’ (ibid: 9). 

North (2010) also recognises the counter-hegemonic implications of ‘intentional 

relocalisation’, promoted by the Transition movement, insofar as it develops ‘radical 

new conceptions of livelihood and economy that directly cut against the logic of 

growth-based capitalist economic strategies’ (ibid: 585).   

The paradoxical combination of apolitical pragmatism and subversive potential is 

resolved if the Transition movement is seen as an exemplar of the place-based, 

‘solidarity economy’, as conceptualised by Gibson-Graham (2002, 2005, 2006a, 

2006b) and Gibson-Graham et al (2013).  They challenge binary framings of global 

and local, and the tendency of the radical Left to denigrate the local (Gibson-

Graham 2002).  Their conception of the solidarity economy draws on the successful 

globalisation of feminist politics that was decentred, uncoordinated, place-based, 

and did not ‘resort to a vanguard party’ (2006a: xxiv). Instead, the mobilisation of 

the global feminist movement was achieved through ‘the complex intermixing of 

alternative discourses, shared language, embodied practices, self-cultivation, 

emplaced actions and global transformation’ (ibid: xxiv), and provides a model for ‘a 

new form of economic politics’ (ibid: xxiii).   

Their concept of the solidarity economy is inspired by this model, and includes 

place-based initiatives like local food networks, community supported agriculture, 

and worker cooperatives, and offers opportunities for ‘resocialising economic 

relations’ (2006a: 81). According to Gibson-Graham, the political discourse of the 

community economy is ‘grounded in visions of sociality and conviviality’ (ibid: 79), 

and the existence and diversity of community economy initiatives calls into 

question the ‘hegemony of capitalocentrism’ (ibid: 58).  The solidarity economy 
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prefigures radically different values, and practices including:  the use of natural 

resources without depleting them; redistribution based on needs, democratic, 

participatory and cooperative management processes; and the primacy of ethical 

and social values over economic values.  It offers a space for cultivating new 

subjectivities based on collective solidarity and conviviality in place of individualistic 

subjectivities associated with consumer-capitalism. 

The Transition movement can be situated within the solidarity economy.  Although 

not directly opposing capitalism and the growth economy, it nonetheless embodies, 

through local, place-based initiatives, a counter-hegemonic ethos and a radical 

alternative to the dominant cultural paradigm.  It therefore offers a potentially 

powerful contribution to cultural transformation.  Moreover, in the context of 

emerging energy scarcity, it is positioning itself as an attractive solution to 

mainstream society, and to the state.  For this reason, Hopkins (2008a, 2008b), in 

his replies to critics, suggests that a ‘positive, solutions-based approach’ is more 

skilful than ‘confrontational activism’.  While acknowledging the need for non-

violent, direct action to stop ‘the more insane responses’ to peak oil and climate 

change, he advocates a demarcation between confrontational politics and the 

Transition approach (2008b).  This strategy rests on the assumption, or gamble, that 

mainstream society and the state will identify Transition as the solution, and act 

accordingly.  However, the unfolding of this benign scenario could fail to materialise 

for various reasons.  For example, energy descent may be more severe than 

anticipated and lead to rapid social collapse. Energy scarcity may be misrepresented 

to the public by political elites as purely a geopolitical or global economic issue. Less 

benign responses to energy scarcity might prevail, such as, energy imperialism, 

resource wars, and large-scale extraction of non-conventional fossil energy.  There 

is a risk that mainstream society may tacitly acquiesce with these responses, and fail 

to take up the solution offered by the Transition movement.  This thesis considers 

the possibility of alternative post-peak scenarios, concludes that the risks of more 

dystopian political and mainstream responses are already emerging, and explores 

the implications for Transition strategy in light of these risks.  The remainder of this 
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section will briefly clarify the use of the terms ‘Economic growth’, ‘Industrial growth 

paradigm’ (and equivalent terms), ‘sustainability’, and ‘resilience’. 

‘Economic growth’ and ‘Industrial growth paradigm’ 

‘Economic growth’ is defined, in this thesis, not just in terms of an increase in the 

amount of goods and services produced per head of the population over a period of 

time, but also in relation to the continuous, exponential growth in material and 

energy throughput.  This is not dissimilar to the definition of economic growth, 

offered by Barry (2012), as,  

‘undifferentiated, orthodox GDP measurements of growth, where growth is 

viewed as a permanent feature of an economy or a permanent economic 

objective” (ibid: 178).  

These definitions do not preclude the theoretical possibility of non-orthodox, 

ecologically benign, economic growth. However, the author’s view is that socio-

economic sustainability, within ecological limits, is best achieved by shifting to an 

unequivocal post-growth, or de-growth, economic discourse. 

‘Industrial growth paradigm’ refers to the hegemonic cultural paradigm associated 

with consumer-capitalism, and the primacy of economic values and rationality.  The 

term is used inter-changeably with the ‘economic growth paradigm’, and ‘capitalist 

growth system’.  Other related terms include, industrial society, capitalist industrial 

system, and consumer capitalism.  The industrial growth paradigm is premised on 

continuous economic growth, as defined above, involving exponential expansion of 

material flows and turnover, and, in a world of finite resources and ecological limits, 

is unsustainable.  ‘Sustainable development’, therefore, is an oxymoron, insofar as it 

refers to the hegemonic cultural paradigm associated with continuous economic 

growth.  The author’s position is that neoliberal capitalism, social democratic 

capitalism, Asian authoritarian capitalism, the Western model of development 

exported to the global South, and former Eastern Bloc ‘socialist’ command 

economies, are all variants of the industrial growth paradigm. 
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‘Sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ 

The multiple and contradictory uses (and abuses) of the terms ‘sustainability’ and 

‘sustainable development’ have been discussed by many other authors (examples 

include: Tisdell 1988; Lélé 1991; Redclift 2002, 2005; Hopwood et al 2005; Dryzek 

2005), and this ground will not be covered again here2.  Suffice to say that 

‘sustainable development’ is not used in this thesis because of its oxymoronic 

association with economic growth; and ‘sustainable’ and ‘sustainability’ are 

generally used with the qualifier ‘ecological’, thus indicating that sustainability is 

understood primarily in terms of ecological limits. Moreover, the term 

‘sustainability’ which can have connotations of preserving the status quo, is to a 

large extent avoided.  Other terms, such as, ‘resilience’, ‘adaptive capacity’, and 

‘socio-economic adaptation’ are preferred, which emphasise the need for 

transformation in response to forced change, and are in accord with Transition 

movement thinking (see below for discussion of Hopkins’ transformational 

interpretation of ‘resilience’). 

The thesis also rejects the commonly accepted conceptualization of sustainability 

and sustainable development as comprising ‘3 pillars’: environmental protection, 

social development and economic development.  This originated from the 2002 

World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, and was articulated in 

the Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development (United Nations 2002).  

The 3 pillars are often depicted as three overlapping circles, as shown in Figure 1 

below.  

 

 

                                                      

2
 For detailed and insightful discussions of sustainability and resilience, in relation to a Transition 

perspective, see Barry (2012) and Hopkins (2010). 



 

Page | 18  

 

Figure 1: The '3 pillars' model of sustainability 

 

This conceptualisation encourages the illusion that sustainability is a balance or 

trade-off between the 3 sectors, whereas in practice, it is generally economic 

development that is prioritised, at the expense of the social and environmental 

pillars.  The presentation of the 3 sectors as somehow having an equivalent weight 

or value, conceals the hierarchy of dependent relationships that exist between 

them, whereby the economy is, in reality, a contingent subset of activities within 

society, and both, in turn, are materially dependent on the physical environment.  

Hence, the ‘nested dependencies’ model of sustainability (Giddings et al 2002) is a 

more accurate reflection of these hierarchical relationships (see Figure 2), and is 

consistent with an understanding of sustainability that emphasises ecological limits. 
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Figure 2: The 'nested dependencies' model of sustainability 

 

Source: Giddings et al (2002) 

‘Resilience’ 

The concept of resilience is more central to the Transition movement than 

sustainable development.  It draws attention to the need to adapt to inevitable 

change imposed by the converging crises of peak oil and climate change. Hopkins 

(2008c) writes that the resilience of communities ‘refers to their ability to not 

collapse at first sight of oil and food shortages, and their ability to respond with 

adaptability to disturbance’ (ibid: 54).  As Barry (2012) observes, resilience has a 

quality of ‘toughness’, suggesting the capacity to withstand stresses and shocks, it 

foregrounds environmental and resource constraints, evoking the sense of urgency 

raised by the ‘limits to growth’ analysis in the 1970’s (Meadows et al 1972), and 

emphasises the need to adapt to inevitable change, in contrast to ‘sustainability’ 

with its connotations of preserving stability (Barry 2012: 82-86). 

Dictionary definitions of resilience variously refer to flexibility, elasticity, or the 

ability to spring back, or recover from a disturbance.  Its etymological roots are in 

the Latin verb ‘resilire’, meaning to rebound, recoil, or jump back.  Engineering 
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definitions of resilience that emphasise the physical property of material to resume 

its shape after being stretched or deformed, or the ability of a system to return to 

its original equilibrium after disturbance, are consistent with this etymological 

origin.  The meaning of the term has since been stretched beyond this original 

definition.  In 1973, Holling published his seminal paper, ‘Resilience and Stability of 

Ecological Systems’, in which he proposed a non-equilibrium view of eco-systems as 

open systems with the potential to shift to multiple stability regimes.  It emphasised 

change, complexity, non-linearity, multiple scales, and adaptability.  It re-

formulated resilience as the ability to adapt to changing internal and external 

processes, in contrast to the previous ‘engineering’ definition of resilience that saw 

resilience as the ability to return to the original closed system equilibrium.   

Hollings’ work has contributed to the development of complex adaptive systems 

thinking and the adaptive management framework.  Accordingly, this approach 

generates definitions of resilience that emphasise adaptive capacity.  Hopkins 

(2008c) selects the following definition of resilience: 

‘Resilience is the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganise 

while undergoing change, so as to still retain essentially the same function, 

structure, identity and feedbacks’ (Walker et al 2004: 5) 

This definition however suggests a paradoxical combination of adaptation 

(reorganisation in response to change) and conservatism (retaining identity, 

structure, and function).  This does not square with the Transition movement’s 

radical project of establishing a re-localised, solidarity economy, which entails 

profound changes in collective and individual identities, as well as socio-economic 

structures and function.  In subsequent work, Hopkins (2010) reframes resilience, 

shifting the emphasis to adaptive and transformational capacity. He illustrates this 

‘transformational view of resilience’ (ibid: 72) with the following definition of social 

resilience, as:  

‘the capacity of a community to respond to a change adaptively. Rather than 

simply returning to a pre-existing state, this can mean changing to a new 
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state that is more sustainable in the current environment’ (Maguire and 

Cartwright 2008: 4, quoted in Hopkins 2010: 72). 

In relation to its etymological roots, this adaptation of resilience probably stretches 

its meaning past the breaking point.  This thesis, however, adopts the 

transformational interpretation of resilience advocated by Hopkins and other 

authors (Folke et al 2010; Arctic Council 2013).  It highlights the need for radical 

socio-economic transformation in response to global energy and climate crises, and 

conversely draws attention to maladaptive responses that seek to conserve or 

reconfigure existing identities, structures and functions.  Accordingly, in subsequent 

chapters, where alternative post-peak oil scenarios are considered, and elsewhere 

in discussions relating to resilience, the emphasis is on adaptive and 

transformational capacity, and a distinction is made between responses that entail 

adaptive transformation, and those involving maladaptive reconfiguration.  

1.5 OUTLINE OF MAIN FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND THESIS ARGUMENT 

The thesis begins by examining the evidence for an imminent peak in global oil 

production.  Mainstream and authoritative sources confirm that conventional oil 

peaked around 2006, and that global oil and gas production is currently on a 

precarious plateau maintained by exploitation of non-conventional carbon energy 

(including tar sands, shale, deepwater and arctic oil, and liquefied natural gas).  

These sources tend to be located in more inhospitable environments, and their 

extraction and processing is more expensive and energy-intensive.  Declining energy 

return on energy investment (EROI) means increasingly less energy is available for 

social and industrial use.  There is evidence that the capacity of shale oil and gas to 

provide long-term ‘energy independence’ has been wildly exaggerated, and that the 

shale industry will decline before the end of this decade. Maintaining economic 

growth while transitioning to alternative energy is implausible given the unique 

energy density, transportability and versatility of oil, and the economic and political 

constraints on investment in new energy infrastructure in a period of increasing 

austerity and capital scarcity. The most likely ‘post-plateau’ energy scenarios for 
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industrial societies now lie on a continuum between forced, gradual energy descent 

and rapid collapse.  The plausibility of a rapid collapse scenario calls into question a 

presumption within the Transition movement in favour of gradual, energy descent. 

A review of government and military literature addressing energy security reveals 

widespread awareness of the challenges posed by peak oil, in conjunction with 

other global ecological crises.  However, there is evidence that the response of 

national and transnational corporate elites is accelerated exploitation of 

environmentally-damaging non-conventional carbon energy, combined with a 

foreign policy of energy imperialism, disguised as the ‘war on terror’.  This emerging 

response is also associated with increasing loss of civil liberties and democratic 

rights within Western liberal democracies, and is characterised within the thesis as 

an ‘elite retrenchment’ scenario.  The evolution of this scenario challenges 

assumptions within the Transition movement regarding the continuation of benign 

government support. 

This emerging scenario is also manifesting within the global political economy of 

food and agriculture through the related phenomena of ‘land-grabbing’, imposition 

of export-oriented, GM industrial farming, and the financialisation of food, livestock 

feed and biofuels.  It is argued that these trends indicate a transition of the global, 

neoliberal food regime towards a more imperialist reconfiguration.  Although 

unsustainable in the long-term, it is destroying indigenous peasant agriculture 

based on traditional, agroecological methods.  This has implications for future food 

security, and raises ethical issues for the Transition movement in relation to 

international solidarity. 

Transition movement analysis and proposals regarding peak oil and food security 

are largely focussed on the economic and technical impacts of energy scarcity, and 

on socio-technical solutions.  The systemic dependency of agriculture and globalised 

food supply chains on fossil fuel and fossil fuel-derived inputs is highlighted.  

Relocalised food economies based on organic agriculture and urban permaculture 

are proposed, along with local food system planning.  There are calls for a 
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government-led transition to national self-reliance. In light of the emerging elite 

retrenchment scenario, it is argued that this prospect is both unlikely and 

undesirable. 

The transformation of Cuban agriculture during the 1990’s Special Period has 

inspired Transition movement activism, and provides a useful reference point for 

evaluating its strategies for food system transition.  The Cuban experience is 

examined in order to uncover further learning that is additional to, or divergent 

from, Transition movement analyses and prescriptions. Key findings include: the 

multiple input and import vulnerabilities of industrialised agriculture; the 

importance of pre-crisis resilience factors, such as strategic emergency reserves, 

and disaster management frameworks; the critical role of the traditional peasant 

sector in feeding the Cuban population, and disseminating sustainable, 

agroecological farming practices; the distinctive strengths of agroecology, 

compared to organic farming, and the potential for an incremental scaling-up of 

agroecological practices; the ‘insurgent’ spread of urban agriculture; the ‘forced’ 

decentralisation of government functions; and the role of inter-regional networks in 

redressing nutrition deficiencies and food production shortfalls.  

The thesis concludes with an argument for a more flexible, diverse Transition 

movement strategy that embraces an assertive and engaged green republican 

politics in relation to the state, especially local government; as well as supporting 

more self-reliant, anarchist approaches.  It is proposed that there be less 

demarcation between oppositional and de-linking strategies, and the constructive, 

solutions-oriented approach, with ‘insurgent planning’ offering a creative ‘grey 

area’ between the two.  This would entail a less centralised, and prescriptive 

approach from the Transition Network.  The development of international solidarity 

networks with other social movements, and between cities, is also urged. 

With regard to food system transition, the thesis advocates a more politicised 

approach that combines the peak oil/re-localisation perspective along with a food 

sovereignty framing, and promotes scaled-up, farm sector agroecology, alongside 
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urban and peri-urban permaculture (more detailed proposals regarding food system 

transition are set out in Appendix A). The further development of local food system 

planning is encouraged, in conjunction with the creation of inter-regional, solidarity 

networks.  Finally, proposed topics for further empirical research and theoretical 

inquiry include: food system resilience assessment; city-region, and inter-regional, 

food system planning; scaling up agroecology in the global North; and comparative 

studies of the Transition movement, the Décroissance movement, the UK Local 

Food Network, and the North American alternative food movement (Further details 

of proposed research themes are provided in Appendix B). 

1.6 METHODOLOGY 

Empirically-grounded political theory 

This thesis aims to provide an empirically-grounded contribution to political 

theorising, what Barry (2012) describes as ‘an “applied” mode of political theorizing, 

one that is aware of the “real-world” applicability and relevance of political 

theorizing’ (ibid: 4).  Miller (1987) defines political theory as, ‘systematic reflection 

on the nature and purposes of government, characteristically involving both an 

understanding of existing political institutions and a view about how (if at all) they 

ought to be changed’ (ibid: 383). This definition suggests three facets of an 

empirically-grounded approach to political theorising.  Firstly, critical, descriptive 

analysis of existing society and political institutions; secondly, normative claims 

regarding what they should be like; and thirdly, a theory (or theories) of transition 

that includes an account of how the transition is to be achieved, and a view of 

agency, i.e. which actors are best placed to bring about the transition3.   

With regard to the thesis, it includes, for example, a critical analysis of the existing 

food and farming system, food policy and governance, and the global political 

                                                      

3
 The author owes this ‘tripartite’ elaboration of Miller’s definition to a lecture on Political Theory by 

Keith Breen, Queens University Belfast, Autumn semester 2009. 
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economy of food.  It also includes a critical analysis of the Transition movement’s 

political strategy in response to these themes.  Normative claims are made in 

relation to the adoption of agroecological farming, and democratic, re-localised 

food system planning, for example.  With regard to a theory of transition, the thesis 

argues that transition to re-localised, post-industrial agriculture is inevitable, as part 

of forced, energy descent.  The contribution of human agency will be to either 

mitigate or accentuate the harmful impacts of energy descent, and maximise or lose 

the positive opportunities it offers.  The metaphor of ‘navigating the rapids’ (Olsson 

et al 2006) describes well the significance, but limitation, of human agency in the 

face of unavoidable global energy and environmental crises.  Within these 

constraints, the argument of the thesis is that the least constructive contributions 

to transition can be expected from central governments, insofar as they are 

captured by entrenched corporate interests.  The most constructive contributions 

will need to come from civil society (and local government), in the form of a more 

radicalised and broad Transition movement, aligned with like-minded, international 

movements, such as La Via Campesina.  Additionally, on the theme of agency, it is 

argued that engaged academics, embedded in the Transition movement, have an 

important role to play in the development of the movement, and achievement of its 

aims.  Their contribution could include research support, especially in the form of 

participatory and action research methodologies, as well as access to wider national 

and international networks. 

A Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) 

The thesis also adopts a multi-level perspective (MLP), as understood within socio-

technical transitions theory (Rip and Kemp 1998; Geels 2002, Geels 2004; Geels 

2010; Geels and Schot 2010), also referred to as the ‘Transition Management’ 

framework (Foxon et al 2008).  Foxon et al distinguish transition management and 

adaptive management frameworks.  Both derive from complex adaptive systems 

theory, but whereas the former emphasises the potential for planned transition to 

sustainability, the latter highlights anticipation of, and adaptation to, exogenously 

forced transition. Resilience is a central concept within the adaptive management 
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framework.  The Transition movement’s emphasis on resilience and adaptation to 

peak oil and climate change reflects an adaptive management approach, and it is 

also evident in the work of Geoff Wilson whose conceptualisation of community 

resilience has contributed to Transition movement thinking (Wilson 2012). 

The MLP framework conceives of socio-technical transitions occurring within a 

nested hierarchy of niche, regime, and landscape scales. The socio-technical niche 

represents the lowest scale, the site where technical innovation takes place and 

networks are formed to promote sustainable practices.  A socio-technical regime 

constitutes the formal or informal rules and norms framing the use of technology 

and practices within a given sector, such as, energy, waste management, or food 

production.  The landscape refers to broader political, economic and environmental 

trends that impact on the development of specific technologies (Geels 2004; 

Lawhon and Murphy 2011).  While landscape and regime scales are seen as having a 

causative role in terms of structural and institutional pressures, it is the niche that is 

regarded as having a potentially transformative role in sustainability transitions.  

This may occur via a number of ‘transition pathways’ (Geels and Schot 2007).  An 

innovative niche-network may challenge, and eventually overthrow, a dominant 

regime through replication or scaling up; niche innovations may be adapted to, and 

translated to mainstream contexts; and/or landscape pressures may fatally 

undermine a prevailing regime, providing a window of opportunity for innovative 

niches to coalesce around an alternative regime (Geels and Schot 2007; Haxeltine 

and Seyfang 2009; Smith 2007; Seyfang 2009).  Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009) argue 

that the Transition movement draws on both adaptive management and socio-

technical transitions frameworks, and observe that,  

‘The role of the Transition movement is seen as being to build a well-

developed, innovative niche of resilient sustainability, to be ready to 

compete with the regime as it dies away’ (ibid: 8). 

Critiques of the socio-technical transitions/MLP framework have focussed on the 

lack of political analysis and neglect of power relations (Avelino and Rotmans 2009; 
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Berkhout et al 2004; Geels 2010; Grin 2012; Kern 2011; Lawhon and Murphy 2012; 

Shove and Walker 2007; Smith et al 2005). Additional criticisms of the MLP 

approach include: a disproportionate focus on technical and institutional aspects of 

niche and regime scales, while lacking critical analysis of structural features at the 

landscape level (Geels 2002; Geels 2011; Lawhon and Murphy 2012); and being 

limited to a national and nation-state frame of reference, and ignoring transnational 

issues (Coenen et al 2012; Grin 2013; Hodson and Marvin 2010; Lawhon and 

Murphy 2012). 

Most of these critiques can also be applied to the adaptive management 

framework. Smith and Stirling (2010) maintain that both socio-technical transitions 

and adaptive management frameworks tend to ignore power relations and the 

political aspects of sustainability transitions. Wilson (2012) is one example of the 

adaptive management approach that reflects these limitations, and his work, 

arguably has had a significant influence on Transition movement thinking.  Despite 

an explicit anti-globalisation stance, this position is taken primarily with reference 

to the economic impacts of globalisation, and no analysis is provided regarding the 

political influence of transnational corporations, nationally and internationally.  He 

also makes a case for state-led transition to community resilience in order to 

overcome resistance from vested interests and from ‘individual stakeholders’ facing 

a decline in living standards (ibid: 210). This assumption of a benign, supportive 

state, is echoed in Transition movement calls for a state-led ‘mobilisation’, 

discussed in Chapter 5.  A central argument of this thesis is that this assumption is 

no longer safe to make. 

As a remedial response to the limitations of the socio-technical transitions 

framework, Lawhon and Murphy (2012) propose linking it with a political ecology 

perspective.  They illustrate this approach in relation to addressing the issue of 

hunger: 

‘A researcher might begin with problems such as hunger from insufficient 

yield, pests, or drought. Accompanying this description may be a claim that 
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conventional farming is not providing sufficient remedies and GMO can help 

address these problems. Rather than accepting that these problems should 

lead to adoption of GMO, a political-ecological approach might critically 

examine the validity of such claims, with particular focus on which 

stakeholders are stating that yields or pests are the problem, where they are 

positioned within or in relation to the socio-technical regime, why they are 

making such claims and whether there are counternarratives – such as that 

hunger is a result of the distribution of food, not insufficient production. It 

also opens spaces for consideration not only of technological interventions, 

but of socially created problems’ (Lawhon and Murphy 2012: 369). 

A political ecology approach examines how power relations shape landscape 

features, regime formation, and the scope and opportunities for niche innovation.  

This more ‘top-down’ structuralist account of socio-technical transitions offers a 

realistic counterbalance to approaches that foreground the transformative 

potential of niches, and the benign role of the state.  Lawhon and Murphy conclude 

that more studies are needed that, 

‘… identify points of conflict or complementarity between landscape 

features, such as societal norms, values, geopolitics, and economic 

characteristics, niche innovations, and desired changes in socio-technical 

regimes’ (ibid: 361). 

Accordingly, this thesis, in addressing the issue of energy scarcity and transition to 

food system resilience, adopts a political ecology perspective, in conjunction with a 

multi-level perspective.  This entails critical analysis of political aspects of landscape 

and regime scales, in particular, the development of a transnational elite response 

to energy scarcity (Chapter 3), and the evolution of a more distinctly imperialist 

global food and agriculture regime (Chapter 4).  With regard to the issue of planned 

transition management, the author shares the Transition movement analysis of 

peak oil and its implications for forced change that requires the development of 

resilience and adaptive capacity. The argument of the thesis, in this respect, 
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therefore reflects an adaptive management perspective, and not a socio-technical 

transitions framework.  

1.7 RESEARCH METHODS 

The thesis employs a mix of research methods, including: critical literature reviews; 

policy analysis; scenario analysis; interview data; and case study analysis.  Literature 

reviews and policy analysis examine secondary data drawn from peer-reviewed 

academic sources, government and non-government policy documents and reports, 

military reports and academic literature, and authoritative mainstream sources, 

such as the International Energy Agency, International Monetary Fund, World Bank, 

and United Nations agencies, in relation to global fossil energy production and 

international food security. Interview data is derived from interviews conducted 

with Rob Hopkins, the founder of the Transition Towns movement, and Norman 

Fulton, Head of Policy, Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, Northern 

Ireland. Transcript of the interviews are contained in Appendices C and D. Parts of 

the thesis, in particular Chapter 2, are informed by ‘futures’ methodology, 

specifically scenario analysis.  Further explanation, and discussion of the strengths 

and weaknesses of this approach are provided below.  

Cuban Special Period case study 

The Cuban Special Period is examined in detail in Chapter 6.  The Special Period 

provides an important historical case study of energy scarcity, of the impacts of 

energy scarcity of food security, and of successful adaptation to scarcity. It 

therefore provides potentially valuable lessons for societies, such as Ireland or the 

UK, in terms of anticipating and responding to a peak oil related food crisis. The 

case study is used to identify learning of value to the Transition movement which is 

additional to, or divergent from, the proposed strategies and perspectives 

contained in Transition movement literature. The generalisability of learning from 

the Special Period is qualified by limitations of the case study, and distinctive 

features of the Cuban context. Firstly, energy and other resource scarcities arose 

from the loss of Soviet Bloc imports, and not as a result of peak oil.  Nonetheless, 
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the loss of imports and tightened US trade embargo did simulate some of the 

effects of peak oil for a limited period. Secondly, features distinctive to Cuba 

included: the existence of a significant peasant sector practising traditional 

agroecological farming that proved resilient under low-input conditions; the 

international isolation of Cuba, prior to the Special Period, allowed it to develop an 

alternative political and social system that prioritised social equity, and prevented 

the development of a corporate agribusiness sector that might have hindered the 

development of alternative, agroecological farming methods; relative isolation from 

the globalisation of western consumerism and individualist values meant that 

traditional community-based values were preserved; and Cuba’s one-party political 

system, with its mix of central planning and decentralisation, contrasts with liberal 

democratic systems. Regardless of these specificities of the Cuban context, the 

Special Period case study remains a vital source of learning regarding the impacts of 

energy scarcity, applicable to other contexts. 

Scenario Analysis  

As stated above, the thesis argument builds on scenario analysis conducted in 

Chapter 2, and developed through Chapters 3 and 4.  The following presents a more 

detailed account of the approach, including discussion of its strengths and 

weaknesses. 

Scenario development and analysis assist strategic policy-making by providing a 

disciplined method for imagining possible futures that could potentially emerge as a 

result of inter-connected factors within the external environment. Scenario 

planning provides a process for identifying and analysing emerging trends, creating 

and evaluating alternative strategic options, and preparing contingency plans 

(Foresight HSC 2008; Schoemaker 1995; Schwartz 1991).  Alternatively, it can be 

used to develop normative scenarios with the intention of proactively bringing 

about a preferred future.  Scenario planning can be used therefore to anticipate and 

prepare for change, and to manage and shape change.  It is therefore consistent 

with an adaptive management approaches that emphasises uncertainty, potential 
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shocks, forced change and resilience building, as well as the socio-technical 

transitions approach that seeks to promote managed and planned transition. 

Reference to large scale societal scenarios is common in the peak oil and transition 

literature.  These are reviewed in Chapter 2 in order to delineate a range of 

plausible post-peak scenarios.  Chapters 3 and 4 then seek to identify trends, and 

signs that indicate the emergence of specific scenarios nationally and globally with 

regard to political responses to energy scarcity, and the configuration of the global 

food system. It is argued that both politically and economically, a ‘post-liberal’ order 

is evolving that is effectively authoritarian and imperialist, but retains the rhetoric 

of liberal-democracy and international developmentalism.  This is not presented 

with the certainty and inevitability of a prediction, but as an increasingly plausible 

possibility, based on observable existing and emerging trends.  It therefore has 

implications for the Transition movement regarding contingency planning and 

realistic options for strategic action. 

The following section provides further discussion of scenario planning methodology, 

different research approaches and purposes, strengths and weaknesses, and 

theoretical issues.  It is not intended as an exhaustive review, but serves primarily to 

highlight how scenario analysis is understood and used within this thesis4.   

Scenario planning: history and different approaches 

The scenario planning was initially developed by the U.S. Air Force to assist strategic 

military planning after the Second World War.  Herman Kahn was a key participant 

during this pioneering application to military strategy, and later transferred the 

process to corporate and public policy contexts (Kahn 1962, 1965, 1974, 1979; Kahn 

and Weiner 1967; Kahn et al 1976).  Contemporaneously, in France, Gaston Berger 

was developing a variation of scenario planning which he called 'La Prospective', 

                                                      

4
 For more detailed reviews of scenario planning see Amer et al (2013), Börjeson et al (2006), 

Bradfield et al (2005), Chermack et al (2001), Louis van der Merwe (2008), Meitzner (2005), van 

Notten et al (2003), Varum and Melo (2010).  
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and which focussed more on the creation of normative scenarios as a guide for 

public policy (Berger 1964, 1967; Cournand and Lévy 1973).  Arguably, it was the 

work of Pierre Wack, a planner in the Paris and London offices of Royal Dutch Shell, 

which established the credibility of scenario planning as a strategic planning tool.  

Wack and his successors anticipated the first oil price shock in 1972, the subsequent 

impact on economic growth, the fall in oil prices during the 1980’s, European 

Integration, and the collapse of the Soviet Union (Cornelius et al 2005).However, as 

will be discussed below, it was not the creation of scenario narratives per se that led 

to such accurate forecasting, but the trend analysis and research that fed into the 

scenarios.  The scenarios were then used to communicate the team’s findings. 

Bradfield et al (2005) describe two schools of scenario planning methodology, 

namely the intuitive logics school and the probabilistic modified trends school.  The 

latter school tended to rely more on quantitative computer modelling techniques, 

such as Trend-Impact Analysis and Cross-Impact Analysis.  The former school, 

represented by the Shell planning team, adopted more qualitative and creative 

methods, such as desk research, structured interviews with senior managers and 

industry experts, focus groups, STEEP analysis5, the Delphi method6, and 

development of multiple scenario narratives.  This school also laid emphasis on the 

use of scenarios to challenge existing assumptions and ‘mental models’, and to 

promote strategic and organisational development to achieve better ‘fit’ with 

future changes. Scenarios were therefore seen as a heuristic or pedagogic device for 

encouraging innovative thinking (Chermack and van der Merwe 2003). In France, 

the ‘prospective’ approach, pioneered by Berger, tended to be eclectic with regard 

                                                      

5
 STEEP is an acronym for Social, Technological, Economical, Environmental and Political. The STEEP 

framework is used for scanning trends in an organisation’s external environment. 

6
The Delphi method involves a panel of experts who individually respond to questionnaires and 

subsequently receive anonymous feedback on the group’s responses.  The process repeats with the 

aim of achieving a convergence of view or consensus (Rowe and Wright 1999). 
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to methods, but distinctive in its emphasis on developing proactive, normative 

scenarios based on a predetermined vision of a desired future, in contrast to the 

Anglo-Saxon approach that sought to anticipate the unfolding future from among a 

range of plausible scenarios (Berger 1964, 1967; Cournand and Lévy 1973).  This 

thesis, following the intuitive logics approach, is primarily concerned with the 

heuristic potential of peak oil scenario narratives for interrogating existing 

Transition movement assumptions and contributing to strategic development.  

However, it adopts neither an over-optimistic or fatalistic view of the ability of 

human agency to shape the future, but a qualified optimism, mindful of the 

constraints of inevitable future changes, not least emerging energy scarcity. 

The process of scenario analysis and planning, particularly within the intuitive logics 

approach, basically involves information gathering from a variety of sources, and 

subsequent analysis to identify driving forces, predetermined elements (ie. trends 

and events with foreseeable future consequences), and critical uncertainties. This 

analysis provides the material for constructing contrasting scenario narratives that 

are then used for strategic decision-making7.  It is the critical uncertainties that 

generate alternative scenarios.  For example, this is illustrated by the Shell energy 

scenarios, Scramble and Blueprints (Shell 2008, 2011). The critical uncertainty is 

whether the international community’s response to energy scarcity and climate 

change will be primarily one of competition or cooperation. The former scenario, 

Scramble, is characterised by competition for resources, energy nationalism, and 

unrestrained consumption; while the latter, Blueprints, emphasises international 

cooperation to manage scarce resources, and control greenhouse emissions.  These 

scenarios include trends that co-exist in today’s world, such as competition and 

                                                      

7
 Scenario planning and analysis are now an established part of UK government policy development 

processes. See UK Foresight website for range of policy areas addressed with scenario planning 

techniques - https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/foresight-projects 
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cooperation, but where one or other response has been extrapolated into the 

future as the dominant trend. 

It is also common practice within scenario planning to explore the interplay of two 

key uncertainties, and depict them as two intersecting continua on orthogonal axes, 

producing four quadrants. Holmgren (2009b) provides a relevant illustration of this 

technique, as shown in the example below in Figure 3. The two uncertainties 

selected are severity of climate change impacts, and rate of fossil energy decline.  

The four quadrants generated represent four alternative scenarios that could 

emerge as plausible development paths, depending on the interaction of the given 

uncertainties.  Holmgren’s scenarios, in particular the Brown Tech scenario, which 

combines accelerated exploitation of fossil energy and political authoritarianism, 

will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2.  Additionally, at the conclusion of Chapter 2, 

a schema of plausible/implausible scenarios is presented that includes a quadrant 

based on the uncertainties of social and political responses to peak oil, and the pace 

of energy descent. 

Figure 3: Energy descent scenarios (Holmgren 2009b) 

 

At the core of most scenario planning and analysis is recognition of uncertainty 

regarding how the future will develop. It nonetheless aims to provide a disciplined 
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and empirically informed process for identifying a range of plausible futures. 

Existing or proposed policies and strategies can then be subjected to ‘wind-

tunnelling’ in relation to each scenario.  This may entail testing the robustness of a 

policy within a specific scenario, or across the full range of plausible scenarios.  This 

may generate scenario-specific options, as well as strategies that are robust across a 

wide range of potential outcomes.  While scenario planning is primarily about 

working with uncertainty and multiple (but not infinite) futures, it may also seek to 

identify the actual emerging future.  Schwartz (1996) observed that, ‘it is important 

to know as soon as possible which of several scenarios is closest to the course of 

history as it actually unfolds’ (Schwartz 1996: 246). Identifying relevant indicators 

and signposts, associated with specific scenarios, provides an ‘early warning 

system’, enabling timely and appropriate responses (Botterhuis 2011; Splint 2012; 

Shell 2011).  The various ways in which scenario analysis and planning are used are 

summarised below: 

Figure 4: Functions of scenario analysis and planning 

Predictive Forecasting on basis of existing trends in order to anticipate and 
manage expected future change 

Explorative Generating a range of plausible futures based on current trends and 
critical uncertainties 

Normative Developing a vision of a preferred future (either transforming or 
conserving status quo) as a guide to policy-making and strategy. 

Heuristic/ 
pedagogic 

A learning tool for challenging existing assumptions, ‘mental models’, 
and strategies – ‘thinking about the unthinkable’. 

Organisational 
learning 

A means of interrogating the ‘fit’ of an organisation’s strategy, 
structure, and processes with possible future change. 

Strategic 
development 

Adaptation of strategy to anticipated future change 

Wind-tunnelling Testing existing or proposed strategies against different scenarios 

Contingency 
planning 

Identifying risks and developing scenario specific mitigation 
strategies, and/or strategies that are robust across multiple scenarios. 

Early warning 
systems 

Translating scenario descriptions into early warning indicators for 
regular monitoring. 
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Use of scenario thinking in the thesis 

This thesis adopts scenario thinking in relation to analysing peak oil, food security, 

and the broader political strategy of the Transition movement, especially in relation 

to uncertainties regarding state support for their preferred transition path, 

including the pace and severity of energy decline.  The thesis does not attempt to 

develop new scenarios in relation to peak oil, but avails of existing scenarios mostly 

from within the peak oil and transition literature, as well as state, military and 

corporate analyses.  These are critically reviewed in terms of their internal 

coherence, and their plausibility in light of global energy trends and prospects, as 

well as related economic and political developments.  The aim is to explore the 

range of plausible scenarios given emerging energy constraints.  Among this range, 

it is argued there is the possibility of a ‘dark scenario’ (Punie et al 2006) evolving 

that combines elements of Shell’s Scramble scenario (Shell 2008, 2011), Holmgren’s 

Brown Tech scenario (Holmgren 2009b), and two possible ‘peak oil trajectories’ 

described by Friedrichs (2010a, 2012, 2013), namely, predatory militarism, and 

totalitarian retrenchment. The thesis suggests that early warning indicators of this 

scenario include international conflict over resources, resource imperialism, 

exploitation of non-conventional fossil energy, and effective abandonment of 

climate targets.  Within liberal democracies, indicators may include the loss of civil 

liberties, increased coercive surveillance by the state and social control, and the 

militarisation of policing. 

Additionally, the thesis employs scenario thinking as a heuristic device for testing or 

‘wind-tunnelling’ some current assumptions and strategies within the Transition 

movement in relation to the social, political and economic impacts of peak oil, with 

a focus on food. This leads to proposals for contingency planning and strategic 

options that are more robust across a range of plausible scenarios and outcomes. 

Potential weaknesses of scenario planning approach 

The scenario planning, as practised by Shell and the intuitive logics school generally, 

has been criticised for claiming a ‘misleading objectivity’ for ‘a process that is 
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fundamentally subjective’ (Wright 2004: 3).  Wright focusses on the scenario 

planner’s choice of strategic issue as an example of this subjectivity, and observes,  

‘The selection of the issue is all-important, it influences where the scenario 

planner will and will not look for data and information, and influences what 

form the responses to that issue or question will take. This decision of what 

to look at and for is also a decision of what not to look at and for’ (Wright 

2004: 8). 

The same point could be made about the whole process of scenario development. 

Choices are made about the types of information and data needed (and what is not 

needed), about information sources and informants.  The analysis of information 

involves selective decisions regarding key variables, driving forces, critical 

uncertainties, scenario indicators, and so on.  At all these stages there is a risk of 

selection bias which will influence the direction of the analysis, the development of 

scenarios, and ultimately what strategic decisions may be made.  The issue of 

selection bias is relevant to any research enquiry, not just scenario planning, and is 

generally addressed by candid discussion of key selection decisions, and their 

rationale.  Ideally, too, a deliberative, inter-subjective approach to research that 

engages diverse perspectives, might help to mitigate selection bias. 

To sum up, the scenario planning approach is particularly suited to addressing 

issues where there is ambiguity and uncertainty, but nonetheless high stakes and 

the need to take preparatory action.  Peak oil is one such issue where its timing and 

the likely severity of impact is as yet unclear.  The thesis draws upon ready-made 

scenarios produced primarily by authors within the peak oil community and 

Transition movement, as well as state, military and corporate scenarios. In most 

cases, little information about the provenance of the scenario is known, in terms of 

the quality of research and analysis that went into its development, rationale for 

selection of data, sources, informants, key variables and critical uncertainties.  

However, it is still possible to assess the internal coherence of available scenarios, 

their relevance to the issue of post-peak transition, and their plausibility in light of 
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information about global energy supply, economic developments and policy 

responses.  Having met these validity criteria, their main function is then as a 

heuristic device to test current assumptions and strategies within the Transition 

movement. 

The scenarios range from civilizational collapse to continued economic growth 

based on technological innovation and energy substitution. This provides a 

sufficiently wide and detailed range, to ask firstly, which scenarios are 

plausible/implausible given current evidence regarding peak oil, resource 

constraints, and available energy alternatives? Secondly, what are the major 

uncertainties that will determine the emergence of specific range of post-peak oil 

scenarios? And, thirdly, do any current trends or signals indicate the unfolding of 

one scenario in particular? If so, how will this scenario impact on food security, and 

what are the implications for the Transition movement and its strategic approach? 

What are the critical uncertainties that require a robust and adaptable approach? 

This approach to scenarios is predominantly explorative with a view to identifying 

appropriate pre-emptive and reactive strategies.  It is also modestly normative and 

proactive within the constraints of unavoidable future social and economic 

transformation. 

1.8 ORIGINALITY 

The originality of this thesis relates to both its content and approach, and is 

described below.  Its contribution to knowledge is summarised in Section 8.3 of the 

concluding chapter.   

Firstly, regarding content, it addresses the subject of peak oil which, as argued 

above, is generally overshadowed by the issue of climate change.  The thesis 

explicitly focusses on peak oil, and effectively de-centres climate change.  As argued 

above, this is partly motivated by considerations of the imminent risk of peak oil to 

industrial civilisation, but it also represents a heuristic strategy designed to expose 

issues that may be obscured by the prevalent emphasis of attention given to 
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climate change.  Specifically, the thesis addresses the political dimensions of peak 

oil, including: the response of political elites to energy scarcity; the political strategy 

of the Transition movement; and the political implications of food system transition.  

While there is extensive literature on the geological aspects of peak oil, on its 

potential socio-economic impacts, and on the Transition movement, there is 

relatively little scholarship addressing the political dimensions of energy scarcity.  

Notable exceptions are Ahmed (2003, 2010, 2013, 2014a, 2014b), Klare (2004, 

2008, 2012a, 2012b), and Mulligan (2010, 2012).  This thesis seeks to contribute to 

this relatively under-developed area of scholarship. 

Secondly, regarding its approach, the thesis follows a multi-level perspective (MLP) 

associated with the transition management or socio-technical transitions 

framework, discussed above in Section 1.7, and seeks to address criticisms directed 

at this framework, namely, its more exclusive focus on niche, regime, and national 

scales, and the absence of political analysis.  Accordingly, this thesis examines 

broader landscape issues, including the response to energy scarcity within national 

and international policy contexts, and its implications for the global political 

economy of food and agriculture, as well as exploring the socio-technical aspects of 

food system transition at niche and regime scales.  

1.9 OUTLINE OF THESIS STRUCTURE 

The thesis is divided into two parts. PART I: The Political Economy of Energy 

Scarcity and Food Security examines the broader landscape of global fossil energy 

scarcity, peak oil scenarios, energy security policy responses, and the global political 

economy of food.  PART II: Energy Scarcity, Food Security and The Politics of 

Transition then focuses on the central questions addressed by the thesis, regarding 

the Transition movement’s political strategy generally, and specific strategy for food 

system transition. 

Chapter 2, 3, and 4 comprise PART I.  Chapter 2 addresses the question of when 

peak oil is likely to occur, or whether it has already occurred, and what potential 
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energy and civilizational scenarios may emerge.  Chapter 3 examines government 

and military literature and policy documents addressing energy security, and 

identifies trends indicating the emergence of an ‘elite retrenchment’ response to 

peak oil that entails unrestrained development of non-conventional fossil energy, 

and a foreign policy of energy imperialism. Chapter 4, using the theoretical 

perspective of ‘food regime’ analysis, explores how this emerging ‘elite 

retrenchment’ scenario is manifesting within the global political economy of food 

and agriculture, particularly in the form of ‘land-grabbing’, and aggressive 

promotion of the GM-based ‘New Green Revolution’.   

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 form PART II of the thesis. Chapter 5 critically reviews Transition 

movement analyses of the likely impacts of peak oil on the food and agriculture 

system, as well as their proposed strategies for addressing these impacts, and 

transitioning to a resilient food and farming system.  Chapter 6 then investigates 

the Cuban experience of energy scarcity and food system transition during the 

1990’s special Period, in order to identify further learning that is additional to, or 

divergent from, Transition movement analyses and prescriptions.  Chapter 7 draws 

together the key findings and conclusions from Parts I and II, and discusses the 

implications for green political theory, as well as for Transition movement political 

strategy and local food activism.  Chapter 8 concludes with a summary of the thesis 

findings, conclusions and argument, highlights its contribution to knowledge, and 

outlines proposals for further research. 

Appendix A briefly scopes out the key technical, organisational and governance 

issues that a holistic, multi-scale, and systemic response to fossil energy scarcity and 

food security will require.  Appendix B outlines an ‘engaged research agenda’ to 

promote scaled up agroecology and food system planning within Britain and 

Ireland.  Appendices C and D provide transcripts of interviews with Rob Hopkins, 

the founder of the Transition movement; and Norman Fulton, Head of Policy, 

Department of Agriculture, Northern Ireland.  Appendix E summarises proposals for 

Transition movement strategic development, arising from the conclusions and 

argument of the thesis.   
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PART I:  THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF  

ENERGY SCARCITY AND FOOD SECURITY 

 

Chapter 2: Peak oil, plateau oil, and post-peak scenarios 

‘Fuel is our economic lifeblood. The price of oil can be the difference between recession and 

recovery. The western world is import dependent … So: who develops oil and gas, what the 

new potential sources of supply are, is a vital strategic question’. 

Tony Blair, Speech at George Bush Senior Presidential Library, Texas, 2002 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

As stated in Chapter 1, climate change is the more serious threat to all planetary 

life, however, peak oil is possibly the more immediate threat to industrial 

civilisation, arising from systemic dependencies on fossil energy affecting all stages 

of industrial production and transportation, including food systems.  Energy scarcity 

needs to be viewed in conjunction with other ecological crises, but, arguably, 

requires more urgent, focussed attention.  Despite the risks associated with peak 

oil, policy debates, environmental advocacy, and the media are still largely 

preoccupied with climate change.  A final ‘scramble’ for remaining fossil reserves 

(especially ‘dirty’ sources, like coal, tar sands, and shale gas) will probably 

overwhelm residual efforts to stabilize greenhouse gas emissions at safe levels, 

triggering catastrophic climate change. 

Some, analysing peak oil from a ‘critical geography’ perspective, argue that peak oil 

discourse depoliticises and obscures ‘above-ground’ political, economic and social 

issues bearing on the global production and use of fossil energy, such as equitable 

access to energy resources, investment decisions, and contested control over 

remaining reserves (Bridge 2010, 2011).  Zalik (2010) describes Shell’s ‘discursive 
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emphasis’ on peak oil as ‘a strategically charged, political-economic choice’ (Zalik 

2010: 556).  Shell’s energy scenario reports, she argues, have constructed 

perceptions of scarcity contributing to higher energy prices, and justifying 

exploitation of non-conventional fossil energy, such as Canadian tar sands.  From a 

critical realist perspective (Bhaskar 1975, 1979, 2008), the validity of this analysis is 

not necessarily inconsistent with the actuality of emerging fossil energy scarcity.  To 

dismiss the reality of natural limits, and focus exclusively on discursive strategies, is 

perhaps an example of Bhaskar’s ‘epistemic fallacy’ which he defined as: 

'…the view that statements about being can be reduced to or analysed in 

terms of statements about knowledge; i.e. that ontological questions can 

always be transposed into epistemological terms' (Bhaskar 2008: 26).  

Hence this chapter will examine the empirical evidence for peak oil, and will 

indicate in the conclusion that targeting peak oil concerns as simply a discursive 

strategy is empirically unjustified. In addition presenting evidence for an imminent 

peak in global oil production, the chapter will also explore the range of plausible 

post-peak societal scenarios, including reference to potential impacts on food 

security.  Section 2 addresses the timing of peak oil, drawing exclusively on 

mainstream sources, including the International Energy Agency, and US Energy 

Information Administration (EIA).  On the basis of these sources, it is concluded that 

a peak in conventional oil has already occurred, and that a global production 

‘plateau’ is being temporarily maintained by exploitation of non-conventional oil 

and gas.  Given the high energy-investment costs of non-conventional fossil energy, 

and the historic correlation of oil price spikes with economic recession, it is argued 

that ‘economic peak oil’ is imminent.  Furthermore, the lack of an alternative 

energy source, with energy density and versatility comparable to oil, means that 

peak oil will mean the end of economic growth, and the beginning of a process of 

forced ‘energy descent’. 

Section 3 then explores a number of post-peak societal scenarios in light of the 

conclusions from Section 1, in order to identify a plausible range of potential 
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futures.  The scenarios considered vary from rapid civilisational collapse to 

‘cornucopian’8 transition to abundant, new energy sources, such as nuclear fusion.  

It is argued that forced energy descent will effectively rule out the possibility of all 

growth scenarios, as well as steady state and planned degrowth options.  On the 

basis of conclusions drawn in Section 2, the range of plausible post-peak scenarios 

lies between gradual, forced energy descent, and rapid civilisational collapse.  

Critical uncertainties include the pace of global fossil energy decline, differential 

local resource endowment (access to energy resources and biocapacity per capita), 

and the social and political response of human societies to scarcity. 

2.2 PEAK OIL – ARE WE THERE YET? 

‘Peak oil’ is the point where oil production reaches its maximum level and then 

begins to decline.  Oil is a finite, non-renewable resource, and will therefore 

eventually deplete.  According to Hubbert’s model of oilfield depletion, production 

follows a bell curve trajectory, as shown in Figure 5.  Following discovery, 

production growth is initially exponential, as extraction proceeds and more efficient 

technology introduced.  Eventually, extraction rates decline and peak production is 

reached.  As the oil depletes, production begins to decline gradually, and as 

extraction becomes increasingly more difficult and costly, the decline becomes 

exponential.  Using this model, Hubbert accurately forecast the peaking of US oil 

production by 1970, and predicted global peak oil would occur in 2000 (Hubbert 

1956).   

 

                                                      

8
 A ‘cornucopian’ response to concerns about resource limits, as described by Dryzek (2005) and 

Dryzek and Schlosberg (2005),  denies the existence of such limits, and presents an optimistic view of 

the capacity of free markets and human ingenuity to resolve scarcities through technological 

innovation and resource substitution (especially energy).  This position is exemplified by Simon 

(1981) and Simon and Kahn (1984).    
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Figure 5: Hubbert's curve for global oil production 

 

Source: Hubbert (1956) 

Hubbert later developed the model, arguing that the production curve was 

preceded by a geometrically similar discovery curve.  Thus, the discovery curve 

provided a ‘preview’ of the production curve and could be used to predict peak 

production (Hubbert 1982). 

Peak oil forecasts 

Attempts to provide a precise forecast for global peak oil are confounded by 

uncertainties surrounding data for remaining global reserves, not least, arising from 

OPEC’s ‘quota war’, in the 1980’s, that saw a dramatic inflation of countries’ reserve 

figures, allowing higher export quotas (Campbell and Laherrère 1998; Owen et al 

2010; Simmons 2007).  A comprehensive review of peak oil forecasts is contained 

within a report prepared for the US Department of Energy (Hirsch 2007).  Hirsch 

acknowledges that the forecasts are based on different geological assumptions and 

methodologies, and he does not distinguish between those that only include 

conventional crude oil, and those that also include non-conventional oil (a critical 

distinction discussed below). His report compares the views of oil industry insiders, 

including geologists, energy analysts, and oil company CEO’s.  He finds that 
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forecasts range from 2005 to denial that peak oil will ever occur, and concludes, 

with some caution, that ‘the wide range of peak oil forecasts makes peak oil 

decision-making particularly difficult’ (Hirsch 2007: 19).  However, of the 27 

forecasts collated, 13 range from 2005 to 2012, and 21 range from 2005 to 2020.  

Of the remaining 6, 2 place peak oil after the mid-2020’s, 2 decline to offer a 

forecast, and only 2 actually deny peak oil theory (Hirsch 2007: 10-12).   

A review of evidence for oil depletion, conducted by the UK Energy Research Centre 

in 2010, concluded that a global ‘peak of conventional oil production before 2030 

appears likely, and there is a significant risk of a peak before 2020’ (Sorrell et al 

2010: 5294).  A similar analysis of world oil production, carried out by researchers at 

the University of Uppsala, argued that maximum global production has already 

been reached (Aleklett et al 2010). 

There is growing evidence of a consensus forming among senior government and oil 

industry officials that broadly accepts the peak oil perspective.  As early as 2007, 

James Schlesinger, former US Secretary of State for Energy and Defence, and 

Director of the CIA, conceded that,  

‘Conceptually the battle is over.  The peakists have won….you are no longer 

the beleaguered small minority of voices crying in the wilderness.  You are 

now mainstream’ (Schlesinger 2007). 

Nonetheless, there is a persistent and credible critique of peak oil theory that 

challenges the simplicity of Hubbert’s model and its applicability at a global level.  

Peak oil: critiques and uncertainties 

Peak oil critics are sometimes portrayed as doctrinaire cornucopians, with a narrow 

neo-classical economic perspective, and a wilful ignorance of geological realities 

(Hopkins 2006).  This may be true of authors such as, Bjorn Lomborg, who has 

succeeded in getting the attention of the media with his extreme ‘techno-

optimistic’ vision, where rising oil prices stimulate continuing discoveries of oil, 



 

Page | 46  

 

substitution of oil with gas and coal, and eventually, a painless transition, at some 

point in the distant future, to fusion or solar energy (Lomborg 2001).  Some of his 

arguments are derivative of more credible peak oil critics, with professional 

backgrounds in energy economics, who nonetheless do not express the same 

optimism about the future of oil.  Their critiques present a more complex picture of 

oil depletion.  Lynch (2003) has drawn attention to the fact that few historical 

oilfield production curves resemble the Hubbert’s bell curve.  He and other critics 

have argued that prediction using the Hubbert’s curve relies on an accurate 

estimate of ultimately recoverable reserves (URR), which is impossible since 

reserves are generally increasing as new discoveries are made, and new extraction 

technology may increase what is potentially recoverable (Adelman 1990; Lynch 

2003).  Hubbert, himself, acknowledged these ‘geological and technological 

uncertainties’, and allowed for an additional 20% margin of error in estimating the 

URR (Hubbert 1982: 135).   

Peak oil critics also emphasise the importance of ‘above ground’ factors in 

determining the production trajectory of a given oilfield, including: oil prices; tax 

policies; investment decisions; and geo-political factors (Adelman 1990; Jackson 

2006, 2009; Lynch 2003). These critiques provide further important qualifications 

and complexity to the peak oil model, while acknowledging that oil is a finite 

resource, and that geological limits will eventually prevail. This has proven to be the 

case in the US, UK, Russia, Mexico, and other post-peak oil-producing countries.  

The question remains as to when the peak in global oil production will occur, and 

what form it will take. 

The consultancy firm, CERA, marshalling similar arguments to Adelman and Lynch, 

and having analysed current oil production data, concluded there will be no peak 

before 2030, and contrary to Hubbert’s model, there will be no symmetrical curve, 

followed by a steep decline (Jackson 2006, 2009).  The curve will be ‘asymmetrical 

and strongly skewed past the geometric peak’ (Jackson 2006: 10). Resource growth 



 

Page | 47  

 

and technological innovation will allow a long undulating plateau beginning after 

2030, and sustained beyond 2050, as depicted below: 

 

Figure 6: Undulating Plateau vs. Peak Oil 

 

Source: Jackson (2009) 

The growth in oil resources is achieved through improved extraction of existing 

conventional oil reserves, and ‘technology will promote a widening of the concept 

of conventional oil from development of non-conventional sources’ (Jackson 2006: 

2). Conventional oil refers to oil extracted from onshore, subterranean reservoirs, or 

offshore ‘shelf’ oilfields.  Non-conventional sources of oil include: deepwater, ultra-

deepwater, polar oil, shale oil and gas, tar sands, and heavy oil, as well as natural 

gas liquids (NGL).   

There are some similarities between the CERA scenario, and projections provided by 

the International Energy Agency (IEA)9 in its World Energy Outlook 2010 report (IEA 

                                                      

9
 The International Energy Agency was set up in response to the 1973 oil crisis, with an initial role of 

co-ordinating a collective response to oil supply disruptions through management of emergency oil 

stocks.  Its principal function now is to provide research analysis of energy markets. 
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2010).  The IEA report shows the growing significance of non-conventional oil and 

NGL, as conventional oil reaches a plateau.  However, the CERA production figures 

are far higher than those reported by the IEA.  For example, the IEA projects a cap in 

conventional oil of around 70mbd (million barrels per day), whereas CERA 

projections approach 90mbd, a figure that corresponds closely to the IEA’s 

projections for all liquids.  CERA projections show all liquids approaching 120mbd 

after 2030, a figure forecast by the IEA in 2005, but which has since been revised 

downwards to less than 100 mbd. The IEA report also reveals that conventional oil 

peaked in 2006, and the projected plateau of conventional oil is based on 

assumptions about ‘fields yet to be developed’ and ‘fields yet to be found’, as 

shown below. 

Figure 7: World oil production by type in the IEA New Policies Scenario 

 

Source: Birol (2010) 

The ‘New Policies Scenario’ is the central scenario in the 2010 IEA report, and makes 

highly optimistic assumptions about the discovery and development of new 

oilfields, and about governments carrying out policy commitments to cut 

greenhouse gas emissions and stimulate reduction of fossil energy use.  According 

to Aleklett et al (2010), the IEA’s projections assume extraction rates twice as high 

as historic extraction rates.  It is also worth observing that the public statements of 
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the IEA’s chief economist, Fatih Birol, have sounded an incongruous, but consistent 

note of warning.  Interviewed in 2009, he stated,   

‘One day we will run out of oil and we have to leave oil before oil leaves us, 

and we have to prepare ourselves for that day. The earlier we start, the 

better, because all of our economic and social system is based on oil’ 

(Connor 2009). 

To sum up, while there appears to be increasing mainstream acceptance of peak oil 

theory, there remains uncertainty regarding the timing of peak oil, and whether 

peak production will be followed by immediate decline, or by an extended plateau.  

These uncertainties arise from the difficulties in estimating URR, due to lack of 

reliable reserves data, combined with added complexities of ‘above ground factors’ 

and continuing technological innovation.  The debate is further clouded by use of 

different methodologies and definitions of crude oil, with earlier literature tending 

to include only conventional oil sources.   

Peak oil: signposts and certainties 

More recent literature addresses both conventional and unconventional sources of 

oil, and an increasing degree of certainty can be claimed regarding a number of 

signposts or indicators of peak oil, described below, and which include: the peak of 

global discoveries; the decline rate of ‘giant’ oilfields; the number of individual oil 

producing countries that have passed peak production; the peaking of conventional 

crude oil; the higher cost and lower energy return of non-conventional oil; the 

‘flattening’ of global oil production since 2004/2005; the decline of global spare 

capacity; and the risks of an imminent ‘supply crunch’ as rising demand meets 

inelastic supply. 

Global discoveries of oil peaked in the 1960’s (Höök et al 2009; Murphy and Hall 

2011). Global production and consumption of oil surpassed the rate of discovery in 

the 1980’s (Global Witness 2009; Mulligan 2012). Moreover, the gap between 

discovery and consumption continues to increase.  We currently consume 2 barrels 
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of oil for every barrel discovered.  The International Energy Agency (IEA), the US 

Energy Information Administration (EIA) and OPEC all project that, by 2030, if trends 

continue, we will be consuming at least 2.6 barrels for every barrel discovered 

(Murphy and Hall 2011). 

A review of evidence for oil depletion, conducted by the UK Energy Research Centre 

in 2010, found that 60 oil producing countries had already peaked (Sorrell et al 

2010).  In 2008, the IEA conducted a survey of 651 post-peak oilfields, and found 

that production had declined yearly by 4.3% for onshore fields, 7.3% for offshore 

fields, and 13.3% for deepwater fields (Birol 2008).  The average decline rate of 

‘giant’ oilfields is estimated to be between 6.5% and 5.8% (CERA 2007; Höök et al 

2009; Birol 2008), and this decline rate is increasing each year by 0.15%, indicating 

an average decline rate of 10% by 2030 (Höök et al 2009). There are approximately 

500 ‘giants’ representing over 60% of oil production, and 65% of ultimate 

recoverable oil reserves.  The 20 largest fields account for 25% of global production 

(Höök et al 2009).  Fatih Birol, the IEA chief economist, has warned that, 

‘in order to compensate the decline in the existing fields, we have to 

increase the production about 45m bpd just to stay where we are in 20 

years, which means to find and develop 4 new Saudi Arabias’ (Hollingham 

2010). 

As we have already seen, the IEA also reported that global production of 

conventional oil peaked in 2006.  The World Energy Outlook 2010 report states that, 

‘crude oil output reaches an undulating plateau of around 68-69mb/d by 2020, but 

never regains its all-time peak of 70 mb/d reached in 2006, while production of 

natural gas liquids (NGLs) and unconventional oil grows strongly’ (Birol 2010: 6).   

The IEA report does not address the fact that both depleting conventional oilfields 

and non-conventional oil sources are more costly to develop, and yield a lower 

energy return on energy invested (EROEI)  In the early stages of extraction, 

conventional oil in onshore, or shallow off-shore reservoirs, requires only natural 
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pressure to bring it to the surface.  As these reservoirs decline, mechanical pumping 

or water injection is required to lift the remaining recoverable oil, and the cost of 

extraction increases accordingly.  The peaking of conventional oil has encouraged 

the development of non-conventional sources of oil, such as: deep-water and polar 

oil, oil shale, tar sands, and heavy oil, as well as natural gas liquids (NGL).  These 

non-conventional sources are generally harder-to-access, and more expensive, in 

terms of both economic cost and energy return (Murphy and Hall 2011).  NGL 

requires expensive processing and transportation infrastructure (Darley 2006). The 

peak in conventional crude oil production marked the end of cheap, ‘easy’ oil. 

Global production of all liquids (combined conventional and non-conventional) has 

‘plateaued’ since about 2005, despite higher oil prices (Fantazzini, Höök and 

Angelantoni 2011; Murray and King 2012). As Figure 8 shows, production output 

(blue) appears to be inelastic in response to rising prices (red), suggesting that the 

largest oil producer, Saudi Arabia, no longer has spare capacity with which to 

accommodate rising demand, and control the price of oil (Miller 2011; Murphy and 

Hall 2011; Murray and King 2012).   

Figure 8: The cap on global oil production 

 

Source: Murray and King (2012) 
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Confidential cables from the US embassy in Saudi Arabia between 2007 and 2009, 

and made public by WikiLeaks, conveyed warnings that Saudi Arabia no longer had 

sufficient spare capacity to control oil prices, having overstated its reserves by as 

much as 40% (Vidal 2011). This scenario was predicted by Matthew Simmons, 

former energy adviser to the Bush administration, in his book, Twilight of the 

Desert:  The Coming Saudi Oil Shock and the World Economy (Simmons 2005). The 

Wall Street Journal reported in March 2012 that global spare capacity had declined 

from 7% of demand in 2009, to 2% in early 2012. The article quoted Paul Horsnell, 

head of commodities research at Barclays, as saying that this level was ‘ridiculously 

thin’ and that, ‘below 5%, it starts getting a little tight because there's no slack for 

anything to go wrong’ (Williams 2012). As production has plateaued, and spare 

capacity is disappearing, global demand continues to grow, and is forecast to 

exceed current production levels by 2015 (ITPOES 2010; US Joint Forces Command 

2010; Birol 2008; Stevens 2009).  At present, global oil consumption is 

approximately 82mbd, and the IEA forecasts that global demand could surpass 

100mbd by 2020 (Birol 2008). Most of this demand is forecast to come from China, 

India and other emerging industrial economies, and largely from their transport 

sectors (IMF 2011; Birol 2010; US Joint Forces Command 2010).  Figure 9 shows how 

per capita oil consumption in the United States and other OECD economies has 

flattened since the 1980s, while demand in China has been rising inexorably: 

Figure 9: Oil consumption in China and selected advanced economies 

 

        Source: IMF (2011) 
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Demand is also increasing in oil producing countries, where consumers are 

accustomed to generous fuel subsidies.  Rubin and Buchanan observe that OPEC, 

Russia and Mexico combined, are now the second-largest oil market, after the 

United States, and forecast that their exports ‘will fall by 2.5 million barrels per day 

by the end of the decade as soaring domestic demand cannibalizes export capacity’ 

(Rubin and Buchanan 2007: 1). 

The United States Joint Forces Command projected a 50% increase in global 

demand for oil by 2030, and warned that ‘by 2012, surplus oil production capacity 

could entirely disappear, and as early as 2015, the shortfall in output could reach 

nearly 10 MBD’ (US Joint Forces Command 2010: 29).  Similarly, Chris Skrebowski, in 

his contribution to the 2010 ITPOES report, The Oil Crunch: A wake-up call for the 

UK economy, states: 

‘The next major supply constraint, along with spiking oil prices, will not occur 

until recession-hit demand grows to the point that it removes the current 

excess oil stocks and the large spare capacity held by OPEC.  However, once 

these are removed, possibly as early as 2012/2013 and no later than 

2014/15, oil prices are likely to spike, imperilling economic growth and 

causing economic dislocation’ (ITPOES 2010: 15). 

The combination of inelastic production, declining spare capacity, and rising 

demand, mean that an imminent ‘supply crunch’, accompanied by a further oil price 

spike, appears inevitable. Notwithstanding the inherent uncertainties that confound 

attempts to predict peak oil, the peaking of conventional oil, and current total 

liquids plateau, may represent key indicators that peak oil has been reached.  

Simmons (2003) observed that, 

‘The data and the methodology to estimate total energy resources is still 

remarkably hazy and takes a lot of fuzzy logic to get to the bottom line……it 

turns out that peaking is one of these fuzzy events that you only know 

clearly when you see it through a rear view mirror’. 
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We may now be seeing peak oil through the rear mirror, and what remains open to 

question is how long the current production plateau can be extended, when 

production will go in to terminal decline, and how fast the rate of decline will be.  

The duration of the plateau, and the pace of subsequent decline will determine the 

range of possible post-peak scenarios. 

The UK Industry Taskforce on Peak Oil and Energy Security (ITPOES)10 believes a 

peak in oil production by 2013 is a real risk.  Their 2008 report The Oil Crunch: 

Securing the UK’s energy future (ITPOES 2008) presented three post-peak 

scenarios11: Descent; Collapse and Plateau.  These scenarios focus on the more 

immediate trajectory of oil production, and do not explore the wider, long-term 

implications for industrial civilization.  The Descent scenario entails a gradual 

decline in oil production, as new discoveries fail to keep up with the rate of 

depletion in older oilfields, and Collapse involves a steep decline in production 

resulting from a ‘serial collapse’ of giant oilfields (ITPOES 2008: 5).  In the Plateau 

scenario, contributed by Royal Dutch Shell, the era of ‘easy oil’ ends around 2015, 

with the peak of conventional oil, and a production plateau is sustained into the 

2020’s by increasing exploitation of non-conventional sources of oil. 

The ITPOES report argues that the Plateau scenario, from a climate change 

perspective, should not be considered.  According to them, climate scientists at the 

Potsdam Institute in Germany have calculated that global carbon emissions cannot 

exceed 400 billion tonnes during this century, if we are to stay below the 2oC 

                                                      

10
 ITPOES members include Arup, Foster & Partners, Scottish and Southern Energy, Solarcentury, the 

Stagecoach Group, and the Virgin Group. 

11
 Scenario analysis assists strategic policy-making by providing a disciplined method for imagining 

possible futures that could potentially emerge as a result of inter-connected factors within the 

external environment. It also provides a process for creating and evaluating alternative strategic 

options (Schoemaker, 1995; Schwartz, 1991). 
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temperature rise threshold.  However, the total amount of carbon stored in 

remaining conventional oil and tar sands is in excess of 700 billion tonnes (ITPOES 

2008: 22). Homer-Dixon and Garrison (2009) present this as a seemingly intractable 

dilemma: 

‘The most obvious solution to our conventional oil problem (turning to 

carbon intensive sources of liquid fuels, like diesel made from coal or oil 

from Alberta’s tar sands) will make climate change a lot worse, while the 

most important first step to deal with climate change (restricting the use of 

the most carbon-intensive sources of energy) will make the economic 

impact of scarcer conventional oil a lot worse’ (Homer-Dixon and Garrison 

2009: 22)  

As we have seen, the plateau scenario is no longer a future possibility, but a present 

reality.  Conventional oil peaked in 2005/6, and the oil industry is turning 

increasingly to non-conventional oil to maintain production levels.  This will no 

doubt add to the damage already done to the climate, and may be critical in 

triggering global warming ‘tipping points’.  Aside from the climate change impacts, 

there is still a question of how long the plateau can be sustained, and what 

probable futures lie beyond the plateau, not just for the oil industry, but more 

broadly, for modern industrial civilization.  A number of factors strongly indicate the 

plateau is likely to be very bumpy, short-lived, and followed by a steep decline. 

There will probably be not one, but a series of ‘supply crunches’ and oil price 

volatility, as the ‘irresistible force’ of rising energy demand meets the ‘immovable 

object’ of stagnant production.  This scenario, which we are probably beginning to 

experience, has been described somewhat lyrically as an ‘undulating plateau’ 

(Campbell 2009; Murphy and Hall 2011). Its profile may be more serrated than 

undulating due to a repeated cycle of economic growth, oil price spikes, recession, 

falling oil prices, restored economic growth, further oil price spikes, and so on.  This 

oscillation between recession and partial recovery is expected to continue beyond 
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the plateau, into the production decline phase (ITPOES 2008; Korowicz 2010; 

Murphy and Hall 2011). 

The current plateau is being maintained by extracting oil from mostly depleting 

conventional fields, and by resorting to non-conventional sources of oil.  In both 

cases, there is a decline in energy return on investment (EROI)12.  EROI represents 

the ratio of net energy obtained against energy expended in extraction and 

processing.  Depleting conventional reservoirs require more expensive and energy-

intensive extractive technology.  It has been calculated that the EROI ratio of US 

conventional oil declined from 100:1 in 1930, to between 11:1 and 18:1 by 2005 

(Murphy and Hall 2010). Equally, most sources of non-conventional oil are more 

expensive and energy-intensive to extract and process.  Estimates of EROI for tar 

sands typically range between 5:1 and 1:1; oil shale has a similar range of between 

4:1 and 1.5:1 (Hall, Herweyer and Gupta 2008); and biofuels rarely exceed an EROI 

of 3:1 (Hall, Balogh and Murphy 2009). Lower EROI is reflected in higher production 

costs.  In 2011, the marginal production cost for both Canadian tar sands and 

Venezuelan Orinoco heavy oil was $90/b, and deepwater oil was $70 to $80/b.  This 

compared to $45/b for Saudi oil (Skrebowski 2011).  

Declining EROI means an increasing proportion of energy from remaining reserves 

will be required for oil production itself, and correspondingly less energy available 

for social and industrial use.  It is estimated that a minimum EROI of 3:1 must be 

gained from energy exploitation to maintain economic and social reproduction 

(Hall, Balogh and Murphy 2009).  Falling EROI challenges optimistic supply 

projections that delay peak oil beyond 2030, and expect an extended production 

plateau with continuing economic growth.  It also challenges the assumption of a 

gradual post-peak decline curve. 

                                                      

12
 Also referred to as Energy Return on Energy Invested (EROEI). 
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Skrebowski (2011) suggested there may be ‘an oil price which cannot be afforded 

and this constraint will create and define an economic Peak Oil to be differentiated 

from a geological Peak Oil’.  Murphy and Hall (2011) have described the dynamics of 

this economic threshold, and believe it can be quantified:  

‘When energy prices increase, expenditures are reallocated from areas that 

had previously added to GDP, mainly discretionary consumption, toward 

paying for more expensive energy.  In this way, higher energy prices lead to 

recessions by diverting money from the economy toward energy only.  The 

data show that major recessions seem to occur when energy expenditures 

as a percentage of GDP climb above a threshold of roughly 5.5%’ (Murphy 

and Hall 2011: 55).  

Both Skrebowski (2011) and Tverberg (2012) argue that this threshold will vary 

between countries.  Emerging economies, like China, may have a higher threshold, 

raising the prospect of the advanced economies being outbid by the emerging 

economies in the competition for a restricted or declining oil supply.  Tverberg 

suggests that the more advanced, industrialised societies may be approaching 

economic collapse.  

Can this collapse scenario be avoided by a transition away from oil to alternative 

energy sources? The cornucopian response is that the market will solve the problem 

of oil scarcity by stimulating technological innovation and substitution with 

alternative energy sources as these become more economical relative to oil.  

Continued economic growth is maintained by a relatively smooth transition to 

renewable energy via coal, gas, nuclear power and non-conventional oil and gas, 

such as shale and tar sands.  However, this ignores the catastrophic environmental 

impacts of burning more fossil fuels, and appears oblivious to all other ecological 

and resource constraints on economic growth.   

The so-called ‘shale revolution’, associated with controversial ‘fracking’ extraction 

technology, has been trumpeted in the US, and by UK government advocates, as 
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providing decades of ‘energy independence’, and a transition to alternative energy. 

The shale hype has been led by Wall Street financial institutions.  The creation of 

shale-backed financial derivatives, by these institutions, which they have sold on to 

investors, such as pension funds, has been compared to the origins of the sub-prime 

mortgage crisis (Rogers 2013).  In reality, shale oil and gas reserves have been 

exaggerated, and fields are depleting rapidly. Profit margins are very slim because 

the fracking process is expensive and energy intensive, and approximately 80% of 

wells are uneconomic (Hughes 2013).  Exploration companies are selling on drilling 

leases as fast as possible at over-inflated prices.  Even large companies like Shell 

have had to write down the value of shale assets they bought from other operators 

(Chazan 2013).  Most of the oil and gas produced is sold on international markets 

(China is the biggest buyer) for the highest price, and not retained to support lower 

domestic fuel prices (Rogers 2013).   

There is mounting evidence that the shale revolution is stalling. The Los Angeles 

Times reported in May 2014 that the US Energy Information Administration is 

cutting estimates of recoverable oil in the Californian Monterey shale formation by 

96%.  The formation holds about two-thirds of US shale oil reserves. The article 

stated that the new estimate will be ‘a blow to the nation's oil future’ (Sahagun 

2014). Some industry analysts have predicted the ‘shale bubble’ would burst 

between 2015 and 2030 (Heinberg 2013; Hughes 2013; Leggett 2013; Rogers 2013), 

precipitating a worse global economic recession than the last one associated with 

the sub-prime mortgage crisis.   

The more ‘techno-fantasist’ versions of cornucopian transition anticipate the 

development of a limitless supply of energy from nuclear fusion.  However, it is 

expected that the first demonstration fusion reactor will not be built before the 

2030s, and therefore it is unlikely that commercial plants will be available before 

2050 (Connor 2013). This also assumes continuing supplies of affordable oil to 

sustain the development of fusion technology specifically, and industrial civilisation 

generally. 
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This last point highlights the critical factors that militate against a smooth transition 

to ‘green growth’, namely, the unique qualities of oil, and the diminishing window 

of opportunity to make an energy transition on this scale.  No energy alternative 

can match the combined energy density, versatility, and transportability of oil.  Oil is 

used for both electricity generation, and transportation fuel, and is the feedstock 

for agricultural pesticides, chemicals, and plastics.  Renewables, with invariably low 

EROI, cannot sustain current levels of production and consumption in industrialised 

societies (Trainer 1990), and are used almost exclusively for electricity generation.  

Natural gas liquids (NGL) can fuel transport, but require expensive processing and 

shipping infrastructure (Darley 2006) resulting in very low EROI.  Furthermore, the 

supplies of natural gas, along with coal, and uranium (the feedstock for nuclear 

power) are all expected to peak within the next two decades (Westervelt and 

Fournier 2005). 

It has been estimated it will take at least 20 years to establish alternative energy 

infrastructures (Hirsch, Bezdek and Wendling 2005).  The capacity to invest in these 

infrastructures is receding as financial capital and cheap energy are becoming 

scarcer.  Murphy (2011) has described this as the ‘energy trap’, where political 

leaders and the public are unwilling to sacrifice scarce energy in the short-term for 

the sake of long-term energy security.  To do so, would not only cause further 

economic hardship, but would also risk accelerating the decline in energy 

availability.  According to the Association for the Study of Peak Oil (ASPO), ‘we do 

need the high supply, while it lasts, to achieve an orderly transition’ (ASPO 2001 

quoted in Peters 2004: 197).  Given the timescale needed to change to alternative 

energy sources, and the prospect of further supply crunches this decade, it is almost 

certainly too late for an ‘orderly transition’, if this entails expectations of continued 

economic growth and consumerist lifestyles.  The more likely outcome, at this late 

stage, is forced energy descent.  Whether this will be a gradual descent or rapid 

collapse, and whether it can be a liberating experience or a catastrophe, might still 

be determined by how we prepare and respond to this unprecedented challenge.  

The next section will consider the broader social and political implications for 
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industrial society, and the possible range of societal scenarios that we may face, or 

may be able to create.  

2.3 POST PEAK OIL SCENARIOS 

As noted in Chapter 1, this chapter draws upon existing post-peak scenarios found 

within peak oil community and Transition movement literature.  The scenarios 

include dystopian visions of social collapse and resource conflicts.  However, more 

optimistic outcomes are also considered, such as continued economic growth based 

on technological innovation and energy substitution. The scenarios range therefore 

from civilisational collapse to cornucopian transition (a list of scenarios considered, 

with summary descriptions, is provided in Figure 10 below). This presents a 

sufficiently broad spectrum of outcomes to consider which scenarios are plausible, 

or implausible, in light of conclusions in Section 2 regarding imminent peak oil, and 

non-availability of comparable energy alternatives, and to consider what are the 

critical uncertainties determining the emergence of alternative post-peak oil 

scenarios.  

Firstly, while there is a shared perspective within the ‘peak oil community’ 

regarding the inevitable peaking and depletion of fossil energy, there are, however, 

marked differences of view regarding the likelihood of a planned, painless transition 

to a post-carbon society. The so-called ‘doomer’ literature is more pessimistic about 

potentially catastrophic impacts of energy contraction on global and national 

economies (Korowicz 2010; Strahan 2007; McBay 2006; Kunstler 2005). Some 

emphasise the correlation between fossil fuel exploitation and exponential global 

population growth, and infer a corresponding population ‘die-off’ as fossil fuels 

deplete (Catton 2009).  

Korowicz (2010) presents an uncompromisingly pessimistic prognosis.  He argues 

that growing awareness of oil depletion and diminishing prospects for economic 

growth will trigger collapse of financial and monetary systems, and all co-

dependent critical infrastructure systems.  Due to integration of local and national 
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economies with the global economy, these systemic failures will also precipitate the 

collapse of world trade including the global food system, leading to rapid food 

shortages, especially in those countries most dependent on food imports, and ‘just-

in-time’ delivery systems.  The alarming plausibility of this scenario calls into 

question the assumption held by many within the peak oil community of a gradual 

post-peak energy descent.  It is also ‘off the scale’ in terms of disaster typologies, 

and challenges assumptions of external assistance and a return to normality 

entailed in the standard disaster management stages of ‘Preparedness-Response-

Recovery-Mitigation’13.  Definitions of ‘resilience’ that imply ‘bounce back’ to a 

previous status quo are inapplicable in a context where catastrophic collapse is 

permanent and globalised. 

Korowicz is pessimistic about our options for avoiding this scenario because he 

believes it is simply too late, and because his interpretation of systems theory 

precludes the possibility of human control over large scale complex ‘self-organising 

systems’, which he compares to the behaviour of a flock of birds, a ‘macro-structure 

without intentional design’ (Korowicz 2010: 20-21).  By contrast, other writers who 

have also adopted a systems perspective, such as Meadows (2009), Macy (1991a, 

1991b), and Macy and Johnstone (2012) have an openness to the possibility of 

more positive futures, and have greater confidence in human agency to determine 

those futures.  They express a fundamental trust that the evolution of ‘self-

organising systems’ is ultimately benign, and that we can consciously participate in 

the emergence of desired systemic outcomes.  Both Meadows and Macy are 

strongly influenced by Buddhist philosophy, and share an optimistic faith in the 

benevolent out-workings of the universe.  Macy’s conception of a wider ‘ecological 

self’ implies the existence of a deeper, transpersonal intelligence (Macy 1991a, 

                                                      

13
 For example, the website of the Red Cross and Red Crescent National Societies includes discussion 

of disaster typology and disaster management stages - http://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-

management/ 
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1991b; Macy and Johnstone 2012), while Meadows, one of the co-authors of Limits 

to Growth, talks about listening to the ‘wisdom of the system’ (Meadows 2009: 

178).  In her primer on systems thinking, she concludes that: 

‘In the end, it seems that mastery has less to do with pushing leverage 

points than it does with strategically, profoundly, madly, letting go and 

dancing with the system’ (Meadows 2009: 165). 

Does the difference between their view and that of Korowicz arise simply from the 

logic of their arguments, or is it a question of different temperaments, different 

ways of seeing?  Part of Macy’s argument is that the way we collectively see things 

developing will determine how we act and behave, and consequently the potential 

futures that are possible (Macy and Johnstone 2012).  The implication of both 

Korowicz’ and Macy’s position is that social constructions of peak oil and its 

consequences can be self-fulfilling. They are not just constructions that operate only 

at a conceptual or cognitive level, they are also causally efficacious in the real world.  

This suggests that perceptions of, and subsequent responses to, peak oil will be 

among the critical uncertainties determining different post-peak outcomes. 

In contrast to Korowicz, a distinctly upbeat view of peak oil is found among those 

advocating a ‘re-localisation’ agenda (Hopkins 2008; Odum and Odum 2001; Rubin 

2009).  These authors present similar prognoses to the doomer literature, insofar as 

they foresee an inevitable ‘energy descent’ and contraction of global and national 

economies.  However, they see peak oil as an opportunity to revitalise local 

economies and communities.  The Transition Towns movement (TTM), for example, 

is resolutely optimistic regarding the potential to build local and national resilience, 

and the opportunities this will bring for quality of life and social cohesion (Hopkins 

2008, 2011).  Rob Hopkins acknowledges that TTM is explicitly designed for ‘linear 

decline’, which is seen as ‘the model most likely to engage and enthuse people’ 

(Hopkins 2010: 289).  This indicates a somewhat instrumental approach to the 

public discussion of peak oil that is sensitive to how different representations 

influence action.  Again, this follows the view of Korowicz and Macy that 
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perceptions of the future are a critical uncertainty in determining how future events 

will evolve. 

A consequence of the Transition Towns movement emphasising gradual energy 

descent is therefore a focus on building long-term resilience of communities, rather 

than emergency-preparedness measures.  Regarding the prospect of a collapse 

scenario, Hopkins is sceptical, observing that, 

‘I suppose my own thinking is that I increasingly take the sort of prognoses 

of imminent, catastrophic meltdown with larger and larger pinches of salt, I 

think that what we’re actually seeing is more of a sort of lurch into an ever-

worsening kind of a recession with what Colin Campbell called the ‘bumpy 

plateau’ (Hopkins, interview, Appendix C). 

Some authors have used scenario planning methods to generate and evaluate 

alternative post peak scenarios. Royal Dutch Shell, as mentioned in Chapter 1, 

contrasted two scenarios: Scramble and Blueprints (Shell 2008, 2011).  In the 

Scramble scenario, states seek to protect their own national energy security.  There 

is less willingness to cooperate for the common good or to take a longer term 

perspective.  The trend is towards more isolationism, and a decline in multi-lateral 

cooperation at the international level.  States compete to secure bilateral deals on 

energy resources.  Domestic production of coal and biofuels increases.  Climate 

change is effectively ignored until major climate disasters occur, and likewise, 

energy conservation and demand management is only addressed when further 

economic growth is constrained by tight energy supply.  

In the Blueprints scenario, action to manage energy use more effectively is driven by 

a coalition of interests concerned about energy depletion and climate change, as 

well as commercial interests seeking to exploit opportunities arising from an energy 

transition.  These emerging coalitions successfully lobby at both national and 

international levels for effective policy and regulatory change, stimulating new 

technology and innovation.  Their efforts lead to increased and more effective 
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international governance and cooperation regarding climate change and energy 

security. 

The Scramble and Blueprints correspond to traditional understandings of 

international relations and democratic theory.  Scramble represents a neo-realist 

interpretation of inter-state competitive behaviour in the absence of strong 

international governance.  The Blueprints scenario combines the liberal-democratic, 

pluralist model of democracy with a liberal institutionalist view of international 

relations.  Neither perspective questions the capitalist economic growth paradigm 

and its associated values and lifestyles.  Both scenarios foresee the continuation of 

economic growth.  In Blueprints, this is achieved in a more civilised manner.  Even, 

in the Scramble scenario, states and companies still compete within the existing 

rules of the game.  There is no mention of resource wars or predatory militarism, 

even though both of Shell’s reports were published after the US invasion of Iraq. 

Neither scenario penetrates far into the future, or envisions a future that deviates 

radically from present day ‘business-as-usual’.  The question of how economic 

growth will be maintained beyond peak oil is not addressed.  They do however 

describe existing trends, or differences of style: unilateralism based on narrow self-

interest vs. collaboration based on enlightened self-interest.  If one or other of 

these were to become the dominant mode in the future, it could lead to a 

qualitative step-change. 

More radical, divergent and sometimes bleak scenarios are offered by the peak oil 

theorist, Richard Heinberg.  Heinberg’s scenarios ultimately assume the inevitability 

of energy descent, and include: Last One Standing; Powerdown; Waiting for a Magic 

Elixir; and Building Lifeboats. Last One Standing is a militarized version of Shell’s 

Scramble scenario, and without a favourable ending for economic growth.  It is a 

vision similar to Michael Klare’s description of an emerging ‘New Great Game’, as 

the major powers are increasingly drawn into dangerous conflict over remaining 

fossil fuel reserves and other strategic resources (Klare 2008, 2012).  Heinberg has 

since revised this scenario, renaming it Feudal Fascism.  It represents the domestic 
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politics of Last Man Standing, as liberal democracy degenerates into 

authoritarianism, and finally collapses into local warlordism (Heinberg 2007). 

Powerdown is an alternative ‘path of cooperation, conservation and sharing’, led by 

government, that follows a degrowth, energy transition strategy (Heinberg 2004: 

14).  This also is later revised to the Eco New Deal scenario, which again assumes a 

strong top-down approach from government, with the addition of ‘Green New Deal’ 

Keynsianism.  A democratic culture is preserved, and as energy descent proceeds, 

the nation-state devolves into bio-regional communities (Heinberg 2007). 

Waiting for a Magic Elixir refers to a false hope that alternative energy sources, 

with the capacity to replace oil and other depleting fossil fuels, will be discovered 

and developed.  Heinberg argues that the consequence of following either this path, 

the path of Last One Standing, or the failure of Powerdown, would be the collapse 

of industrial civilization.  The fourth scenario, Building Lifeboats, is a response to 

this collapse, and entails the creation of localised communities of support that 

preserve and disseminate the skills to survive.  Heinberg has subsequently cast 

doubt even on this scenario, questioning the capacity of modern, urbanised 

populations to provide for their basic needs in the event of economic collapse 

(Heinberg 2007). 

The permaculturalist, David Holmgren, draws the same conclusions as Heinberg 

regarding the inevitability of energy descent, but seeks to ‘recast energy descent as 

a positive process that can free people from the strictures and dysfunctions of 

growth economics and consumer culture’ (Holmgren 2009: 29).  Although he 

recognises the risk of a rapid collapse, he resists becoming exclusively preoccupied 

with it,   

‘The total-collapse scenario tends to lead to fatalistic acceptance, or 

alternatively, of naïve notions of individual or family survivalist preparations.  

Similarly, the collapse scenario is so shocking that it reinforces the rejection 

by the majority of even thinking about the future, thus increasing the 



 

Page | 66  

 

likelihood of very severe energy descent, if not total collapse’ (Holmgren 

2009: 26). 

Like Hopkins, Holmgren is mindful of tactical considerations, in terms of maximising 

people’s motivation and engagement with transition.  But whereas Hopkins focuses 

exclusively on gradual energy descent, and Heinberg has become increasingly 

preoccupied with collapse, Holmgren counsels a ‘nuanced understanding of the 

diverse possibilities and likelihoods of the energy descent long-term scenario’ 

(Holmgren 2009: 27).  These possibilities include collapse, but still tend towards a 

long-term interpretation, rather than rapid collapse. 

Holmgren makes a useful distinction between broad ‘energy futures’, such as 

Energy Descent, and the different societal scenarios that are possible within those 

futures.  He selects Energy Descent as the most promising energy future, rejecting 

Techno-explosion (akin to Heinberg’s Magic Elixir), Techno-stability (steady state), 

and Collapse.  Using peak oil and climate change as the key drivers or critical 

uncertainties, he generates four possible scenarios within the Energy Descent 

future, namely:  Brown Tech, Green Tech, Earth Steward, and Lifeboats.  The Brown 

Tech scenario is set in the context of slow energy decline, and severe climate 

change.  It involves continued use of polluting energy technologies.  Governance 

and control of energy is centralised, reflecting an authoritarian/corporatist political 

system that constricts consumption, and enforces population control.  Intensive 

factory farming and horticulture is located near urban centres, and controlled by 

large agribusiness.  Brown Tech shares many of the features of both Shell’s 

Scramble scenario (autarky, resource nationalism) and Heinberg’s Last One Standing 

(authoritarianism, resource wars).  Holmgren believes this scenario can be sustained 

for decades, but will eventually unravel, and descend to the Lifeboats scenario (see 

below).  

The Green Tech scenario enjoys the most favourable environment.  Energy decline is 

slow, and climate change impacts are mild.  There is a managed transition to 

distributed, renewable energy sources, which encourages a more equitable 
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distribution of economic and political power.  Continuous economic contraction is 

the norm, but this is accompanied by a revitalisation of regional economies, and the 

growth of recycling and retrofit industries.  Urban areas are more compact, with 

mainly public transportation, and agriculture is predominantly organic.  Green Tech 

gradually begins to resemble the next scenario, Earth Steward.  

Earth Steward assumes rapid energy decline, and mild climate change impacts.  It 

involves a degree of economic and critical infrastructure collapse, precluding the 

possibility of investment in large-scale non-renewable or renewable energy.  There 

are food and energy shortages.  The tax base of national governments disappears, 

but local government retains some level of effective service and the possibility of 

preserving democratic norms.  There is mass migration from towns to the 

countryside.  Local, rural economies are revitalised.  Food production is organic, 

small-scale, and local.  The ruralisation of the suburbs entails the widespread 

adoption of permaculture practices, the emergence of egalitarian communities, and 

an earth-based spiritual renaissance.  Some areas see the evolution of democratic, 

bioregionalist governments. The transition from Green Tech to Earth Steward is 

broadly similar to the evolution of Heinberg’s Powerdown scenario. 

Within the Earth Steward scenario, Holmgren also acknowledges the potential for a 

darker, alternative scenario, resembling Heinberg’s Feudal Fascism scenario that 

features gated communities, warlordism, and a return to feudalist social structures.   

For Holmgren, the factor determining these alternative outcomes is the degree of 

social capital. However, one could argue that it is the right kind of social capital that 

is needed, since gated communities, warlordism and feudalism all require a degree 

of social capital to function. The more benign version of the Earth Steward scenario 

requires not just social capital, but also the evolution of radically new normative 

understandings associated with an ecological worldview. 

His final scenario, Lifeboats, is the most bleak, and is described as a ‘world of grief 

and violence’ (Holmgren 2009: 82). Rapid energy decline, and severe climate change 

result in societal collapse, widespread famine and disease, and catastrophic 
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population decline.  Cities and towns become uninhabited, and are primarily a 

source of salvage. Survivors form defensive rural communities, or regress to 

nomadic hunting and gathering.  The worst impacts occur in more affluent, 

urbanised, and densely populated areas.  In areas with less population density and 

more favourable natural resources, there is the possibility of establishing 

communities that preserve knowledge and cultural values required to reconstruct 

civilization.  According to Holmgren, these communities are based on ‘pre-collapse 

efforts of intentional communities’ (Holmgren 2009: 84), and therefore presuppose 

a high degree of foresight prior to the onset of social collapse.  He compares their 

role to that of monastic communities preserving classical learning during the Dark 

Ages that was later fundamental to the Renaissance period.  This scenario is similar 

to Heinberg’s Building Lifeboats.  Both are pessimistic about the prospects for more 

affluent, urbanised societies.  They differ in that Heinberg’s ‘lifeboat’ communities 

are preoccupied exclusively with the dissemination of survival skills, whereas 

Holmgren’s ‘lifeboats’ have a mission to act as a repository of knowledge and values 

for future cultural renaissance.  Both authors tend to assume that these post-

collapse communities are isolated and self-sufficient.  However, a more positive 

scenario could be envisaged where post-collapse, self-governing communities are 

highly networked, and provide each other with mutual support.  Both Heinberg and 

Holmgren also omit the possibility of re-skilling for more than just survival, but also 

to re-establish a level of human flourishing, even within a collapse scenario.  Plans 

for such an eventuality might also be developed and prefigured by intentional 

communities. 

Holmgren makes the important point that peak oil will result in ‘different scenarios 

in different places’ (Holmgren 2009: 96) depending on available energy and bio-

resources.  Friedrichs (2010a, 2012, 2013) also argues that there will be different 

responses to peak oil, but instead emphasises cultural factors.  He presents 

historical analyses of state behaviour in response to energy supply shocks as models 

of potential peak oil responses.  These include Japan’s ‘predatory militarism’ in 

response to the US oil embargo prior to World War II, and the contrasting responses 



 

Page | 69  

 

of North Korean ‘totalitarian retrenchment’ and Cuban ‘socio-economic adaptation’ 

to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989.  Whereas Holmgren highlights 

differential resource endowments of countries as determinants of alternative post-

peak scenarios, Friedrichs draws attention to social and political culture, as well as 

historical tendencies.  He states that, 

‘Countries prone to military solutions may follow a Japanese-style strategy of 

predatory militarism. Countries with a recent authoritarian tradition may follow 

a North Korean path of totalitarian retrenchment. Countries with a strong 

community ethos may embark on Cuban-style socioeconomic adaptation, 

relying on their people to mitigate the effects of energy scarcity’…  

… A ‘‘North Korean’’ solution of totalitarian retrenchment that ‘‘screws’’ the 

population to preserve elite privileges is most likely in countries with a strong 

authoritarian tradition. In consolidated democracies, totalitarian retrenchment 

is much harder to imagine (Friedrichs 2012: 64). 

While accepting that historic cultural factors are at least as important as varying 

material circumstances, the characterisation of totalitarian versus democratic states 

over-simplifies.  It represents a state-centric, ‘Cold War’ perspective.  Firstly, it does 

not account for the globalisation of power, and the growth of corporate power, at 

the expense of the state.  Globalised institutions such as the IMF, World Bank, and 

WTO enable multinational corporations, and more powerful ‘democratic’ countries 

like the US, to exert very undemocratic control over the resources of weaker 

countries.  In his description of Japan’s ‘predatory militarism’, Friedrichs briefly 

mentions that this was part of a strategy to create a self-sufficient economic bloc 

with the grand title of ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’ (Friedrichs 2012: 59). 

This dimension of Japan’s response, its economic imperialism, is not further 

developed or incorporated into a potential post-peak oil model.  Peak oil could see 

a reversal of the globalisation process, and the potential emergence of regional, 

competing ‘co-prosperity spheres’ based around existing major powers, including 

the US, China, and Russia. The secretive and corporate-led TTP and TTIP 
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negotiations14 to bring the Pacific rim and EU into a ‘free trade’ area with the US, 

are arguably a step in this direction.  There are grave concerns that this will lead to 

further US-style deregulation of banking and financial systems, a lowering of health, 

food and environmental standards, and roll-back of social provision.  There are also 

proposals for offshore tribunals to allow corporations to sue governments where 

domestic legislation has detrimentally affected their anticipated profits (Monbiot 

2015).  The key point is that Japan’s response to energy scarcity was primarily one 

of economic imperialism, and predatory militarism was a means to that end. 

Projecting a similar scenario into the 21st century has to take account of the rise of 

transnational capital.  

Secondly, Friedrich assumes an unproblematic binary opposition between 

totalitarian and democratic states.  A number of writers, including Crouch (2014, 

2004) and Wolin (2008, 2003) have unsettled this over-simplified distinction.  

Crouch argues that the decline of social class politics and the advance of global 

capitalism have engendered a political elite more attuned to corporate interests 

than the needs of their electorate.  He suggests the political culture emerging in the 

21st century is similar to that which existed prior to the 20th century, when politics 

was the exclusive domain of social elites. He coins the term ‘post-democracy’ to 

describe this new political culture. He notes that,  

‘In post-democratic societies, all the formal institutions of democracy – 

elections, open debate, changes of government – survive but cease to be the 

focal point of political dynamism. Instead, this is relocated in small, private 

circles where political elites do deals with corporate lobbies’ (Crouch 2014). 

He regards TTIP as ‘a textbook example of trends towards post-democracy’ (Crouch 

2014). Wolin describes the same phenomenon of corporate influence and control 

                                                      

14
 TTP and TTIP are acronyms for the Trans-Pacific Partnership and Transatlantic Trade and 

Investment Partnership, respectively. 
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over political decision-making as ‘managed democracy’, but goes further by warning 

of an emergent ‘inverted totalitarianism’ (Wolin 2008, 2003).  As with the Nazis, this 

entails a drive towards unlimited power domestically, and a foreign policy of 

aggressive expansionism. However, this expression of totalitarianism is inverted 

because, as Wolin argues, under the Nazis, big business was subordinated to the 

political regime, whereas under globalised capitalism, the political system is 

subordinate to corporate agendas and control.  A further inversion is that the Nazis 

maintained a high level of popular mobilization. Inverted totalitarianism, by 

contrast, encourages an apathetic citizenry through consumerism, the ‘dumbing 

down’ of political debate, and obsession with celebrity culture.  Moreover, he 

maintains that neoliberalism is integral to inverted totalitarianism insofar as the 

discipline of individual economic insecurity engenders a sense of helplessness, 

preventing people from either having the time, or willingness to risk involvement in 

political activism.  With regard to Friedrichs’ analysis of peak oil responses, 

neoliberalist rollback of social provision, increasing inequalities, and the 

proliferation of economic and environmental ‘sacrifice zones’ (Hedges 2014) can be 

seen as a prototype, or creeping form, of totalitarian retrenchment.  Due to 

misleading associations with the 20th century binary opposition of democratic and 

totalitarian systems, the latter associated exclusively with overt fascism and 

Stalinism, it is perhaps preferable to refer to ‘elite retrenchment’ as a potential peak 

oil scenario that could emerge in historically authoritarian or democratic regimes, 

or within a transnational context, such as a regional economic bloc.  In Chapter 3, it 

is argued that there is increasing evidence indicating the emergence of an elite 

retrenchment scenario within western democracies, and also at a transnational 

level.   

Friedrichs’ historical analysis of imperial Japan’s predatory militarism, and North 

Korea’s post-Soviet, totalitarian retrenchment, is an insightful starting point for 

understanding how different states have responded to energy scarcity in the past, 

and how they may do so in the context of emerging global energy scarcity.  

However, this analysis requires further development in light of the global political 
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and economic landscape of the late 20th century, and early 21st century.  This 

includes the phenomenon of ‘post-democracy’ or ‘managed democracy’ which 

problematizes the simple totalitarian/democratic binary opposition assumed by 

Friedrichs. Hence, elite retrenchment is proposed as an alternative scenario title, 

and used in Figure 10. The new landscape also includes the ascendance of 

globalised neoliberalism, supported by global financial and trade institutions and 

infrastructure.  Economic globalisation is associated with development of formal 

and informal, globalised power networks, linking transnational corporate agendas 

with the interests of national political, military, and security elites.  As will be 

argued in Chapters 3 and 4, this points to the potential emergence of an elite 

retrenchment scenario extending transnationally.  Its primary characteristic is 

economic imperialism driven by energy and resource scarcity.  Predatory militarism 

and managed democracy are instrumental to that end.  Elite retrenchment and 

predatory militarism are not therefore distinct post-peak oil responses, as 

Friedrichs’ analysis suggests. 

Finally, Friedrichs proposes that Cuba’s socioeconomic adaptation, during the post-

Soviet ‘Special Period’, represents a more benign response to energy scarcity.  He 

reports there was no starvation, and with considerable understatement observes 

that ‘overall, the regime in Havana was more humane than its counterpart in 

Pyongyang’ (Friedrichs 2012: 62).  However, he provides limited description of the 

regime’s actual response, referring briefly to ‘cautious reforms’ to promote tourism, 

legalise the informal economy, and encourage local self-help.  He claims that ‘the 

real miracle was done by the Cuban people’ (Friedrichs 2012: 62).  He highlights 

local solidarity and social capital encouraged by the static housing market in Cuba, 

and the preservation of traditional, more resilient farming methods within the non-

state farming sector. 

This view, emphasising the role of popular self-help, echoes a widely held 

perception of the Cuban Special Period within the Transition Towns movement, 

sustained by regular showings of the film ‘Power of Community – How Cuba 

survived Peak Oil’ (Morgan 2006).  The film portrays a very partial interpretation of 
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Cuba’s successful response to energy scarcity.  Chapter 6 examines in detail the 

Cuban Special Period, and highlights the undoubted significance of local self-help 

and traditional agricultural knowledge.  It also identifies other important factors 

contributing to Cuban resilience.  Firstly, Cuba’s historic economic and political 

isolation, due to the US embargo, meant that, unlike many of its Latin American 

neighbours, it had avoided the socially destructive impacts of neoliberalist 

structural adjustment.  Instead, it had been free to pursue policies that promoted 

social solidarity and resilience, such as its investment in rural infrastructure, 

education and healthcare. Secondly, government reforms in response to the Special 

Period were far from cautious, and included radical restructuring of the agricultural 

sector and food system as a whole. These reforms embraced farm scale, 

organisation and management, farming methods, agricultural research and 

extension, food production planning and marketing, and the establishment of an 

urban agriculture ministry.  Finally, there was a wider trend towards political 

decentralisation.  This was partly a pragmatic response to diminished central 

control, but also facilitated by Cuba’s existing emergency and contingency planning 

infrastructure, as will be discussed in Chapter 6.  The description of Cuba’s 

management of the Special Period crisis as ‘socio-economic adaptation’ is 

appropriate insofar as it refers to an adaptive social transformation in response to 

energy scarcity.  Elite retrenchment, deploying resource imperialism and predatory 

militarism, is not adaptive, insofar as it seeks to maintain elite lifestyles and 

consumption, at the expense of subordinate populations.  What is missing from 

Friedrichs’ description of Cuba’s response is the political dimension, specifically the 

role of the state and the process of political adaptation. The Cuban response is 

therefore more accurately described as ‘politico-socio-economic adaptation’.  In 

Figure 10, collective adaptation is used as a less wordy alternative, and suggests an 

adaptive response that engages all levels of society, in contrast to the defensive 

response of elite retrenchment that seeks to preserve existing conditions that 

benefit elite interests.  



 

Page | 74  

 

To sum up, this section has provided a critical exploration of a number of post-peak 

scenarios suggested by peak oil theorists.  There are significant differences of 

emphasis, with some, like the Transition Towns movement, assuming a planned, 

gradual transition, while others warn of a systemic collapse (Korowicz 2010).  It is 

noteworthy, that associated with both viewpoints is the recognition that beliefs and 

expectations regarding peak oil tend to be self-fulfilling.  The expectation of 

collapse, it is argued, will lead to collective behaviour that will precipitate a 

collapse, whereas a belief in the possibility of gradual, managed transition, will 

encourage broader public support and engagement in the transition process.  This is 

the rationale for the Transition Towns movement’s emphasis on developing a 

positive vision for energy descent, and avoiding preoccupation with more alarming, 

catastrophic scenarios. 

There are similarities of narrative within the literature on post-peak scenarios 

regarding human agency and response, informed by fundamental beliefs and 

norms.  Shell’s Scramble scenario, Holmgren’s Brown Tech, and Heinberg’s Last Man 

Standing are all narratives about the abandonment of the liberal world order.  

Combined, they reveal the progressive outworking of the industrial growth 

paradigm. Characterised by an exploitative relationship towards nature and fellow 

humans, and a realist interpretation of international relations, it moves from 

autarky to armed conflict over resources, and finally regressing to warlordism and 

neo-feudalism. The Green Tech/Powerdown/Earth Steward/bioregionalism 

transition narrative entails radically different responses based on ecological values 

and social solidarity.  Among other factors, the prevailing worldview or social 

paradigm will be critical to human flourishing in an era of scarcity and energy 

descent.  Successful adaptation therefore has a normative element, insofar as 

specific norms and values that promote collaborative and ecologically literate 

behaviour will be more functional to human survival and flourishing.  Even in an 

emerging collapse scenario, there are perhaps still opportunities to mitigate its 

worst effects, with pre-collapse preparation, re-skilling, and the establishment of 

cooperative, self-governing intentional communities. 
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Friedrichs’ analysis of historical case studies of energy scarcity offers some insight 

into how different societies may respond to peak oil, and can be further developed 

by taking account of the rise of globalised networks of power, the diminished role of 

national government, and trends towards ‘managed democracy’.  His presentation 

of the Cuban case-study emphasises cultural factors, especially local community 

solidarity and self-help, but omits the importance of existing structural factors and 

the political response of the regime itself, in particular, the promotion of social 

equity, and the trend towards decentralisation. A fuller account of the ‘socio-

economic adaptation’ scenario should include these features. 

Figure 10: Post-peak oil energy futures 

Energy Future Description 

Cornucopian Transition 

 

Through resourcefulness of free markets, energy substitution, and 
technological innovation, growth is maintained and transition to 
sustainable energy is achieved.  ‘Transitional’ non-conventional fossil 
energy substitutes for depleting conventional oil prior to 
development of alternative energy, including green and nuclear 
fusion.  

Green Growth Variant of Cornucopian Transition, assuming continued economic 
growth, but with greater emphasis on green, renewable energy, 
energy conservation, and de-materialisation of economy. 

Business-as-usual Continued growth based predominantly on fossil energy with 
increasing exploitation of non-conventional oil and gas. Some 
increase in nuclear and green energy. 

Steady State A zero growth economy with a stable population, and stable 
production and consumption levels. 

Planned Degrowth Planned contraction of economy to ecologically sustainable level, 
withdrawal from global economy and exploitative international 
order, and cultural shift from consumerism to ecological, post-
materialist values. 

Forced Degrowth Gradual, and potentially manageable, economic contraction induced 
by peak oil. 

Civilisational Collapse Rapid, uncontrollable economic and social collapse. 
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What then is the most likely range of post-peak scenarios?  The distinction made by 

Holmgren (2009b) between broad energy futures and more detailed societal 

scenarios that may occur within those futures, is a useful starting point for 

addressing this question.  Drawing on, and reformulating, the various scenarios 

described within the peak oil literature, Figure 10 above summarises a range of 

conceivable energy futures beginning with the most optimistic, Cornucopian 

Transition, and descending to the most pessimistic, Civilisational Collapse. 

Cornucopian Transition entails an optimistic belief that the market will respond with 

technological innovation and substitution for fossil energy.  Lomborg (2001) 

provides a representative example of this perspective.  He views shale oil as a 

potential substitute for conventional oil, claiming that, 

‘shale oil can supply oil for the next 250 years at current consumption; in 

total, there is enough shale oil to cover our total energy consumption for 

5,000 years’ (Lomborg 2001). 

Despite these absurdly optimistic claims for the longevity of shale production, he 

nonetheless regards shale as a transitional energy source, arguing that, 

‘In the longer run, it is likely that we will change our energy needs from fossil 

fuels towards other and cheaper energy sources – maybe renewables, 

maybe fusion, maybe some as-of-yet unthought technology’ (ibid). 

The framing of shale oil and gas as transitional energy sources has entered official 

UK energy policy discourse.  An example is the highly partisan report to the House 

of Lords Economic Affairs Committee that repeatedly describes shale as a 

‘transition’ or ‘bridge’ fuel to a post-carbon future (House of Lords Economic Affairs 

Committee 2014).  

Green Growth is a variant of cornucopianism, exemplified by the futurist author, 

Hazel Henderson, and involves a similar technological optimism (Henderson 2007, 

2006).  Within this view, capitalist economic growth can be maintained through 

transition to renewable energy and future ‘clean’ fusion energy. Cornucopian 
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Transition, Green Growth, and Business-as-usual are all energy futures that assume 

the continuation of economic growth, and therefore increasing global energy 

demand.  Steady State refers to a zero growth economy with stable population and 

consumption levels at, or below, ecological carrying capacity.  This model, proposed 

by proponents of ‘ecological economics’, is particularly associated with the work of 

Herman Daly (eg. Daly 1977, Daly and Darley 2010).  Humanity, as a whole, uses the 

equivalent of 1.5 planets annually to provide the resources we use and absorb our 

waste (World Wildlife Fund 2010).  A global steady state strategy would allow 

modest economic growth in the poorest countries of the world, and would require 

drastic degrowth in the remainder.  From a global North perspective, it is therefore 

a degrowth scenario.  Steady State (at carrying capacity) and Planned Degrowth are 

effectively the same energy future for all countries consuming above ecological 

carrying capacity.  Planned Degrowth is distinct from Forced Degrowth insofar as 

the former is a policy choice. The latter is not chosen but an externally driven 

condition that has to be adapted to.  Finally, Civilisational Collapse is the most 

pessimistic energy future where peak oil production has been followed by rapid 

fossil reserves depletion, or has precipitated the kind of cascading, systemic 

collapse described by Korowicz (2010).  Both Forced Degrowth and Civilisational 

Collapse are, in effect, collapse scenarios. The difference between them is in 

relation to the pace and severity of collapse, and the extent to which the impacts of 

this process can be managed and mitigated. 

Which of these futures are plausible or implausible in light of peak oil? Section 2 

concluded that a peak in conventional oil has been confirmed by authoritative, 

mainstream sources.  Global oil production is no longer following its historic growth 

trend, and is now on a precarious plateau, maintained by non-conventional sources 

of oil and gas, primarily US shale.  Shale, along with other non-conventional sources, 

is highly energy-intensive to exploit, which impacts on cost and proportionate 

availability for social and industrial use.  Most wells within a shale formation are 

uneconomic, and those that are economic, deplete rapidly.  Many analysts believe 

that the shale industry will go into decline before 2030.  Given the present 



 

Page | 78  

 

unavailability of a substitute for oil that can match its energy density, 

transportability, and versatility of use, and given the lack of significant investment in 

alternative energy infrastructure, then it is highly unlikely that economic growth will 

be sustained beyond the decline of the shale industry.  This will mark the beginning 

of global energy descent, and rules out all energy futures that assume the 

continuation of economic growth.  If the ‘shale revolution’ falters within the next 

few years, then it almost certainly excludes the possibility of steady state and 

planned degrowth strategies.  Economic contraction will be an inevitable 

consequence, not a policy choice.  Furthermore, a global steady state/planned 

degrowth strategy is only theoretically conceivable.  In practice, it would be 

politically unachievable.  If all countries were to agree to an equitable, ‘one planet’ 

steady state economy, then all national economies would have to converge towards 

levels of economic consumption currently existing in countries like Cameroon, 

Angola, Congo, Cambodia, and Tajikistan, which, according to ecological footprint 

data, have ‘one planet’ consumption levels (World Wildlife Fund 2010). Bush Senior 

declared at the 1992 Rio Earth summit that ‘the American way of life is not 

negotiable’.  This way of life is now a global aspiration.  For vested elite interests 

and ordinary citizen-consumers globally, the industrial growth paradigm is not 

negotiable.  

This means that if the shale revolution proves to be a transitory phenomenon, and 

no further energy sources are found to maintain present levels of economic growth, 

then the plausible range of energy futures lies between gradual Forced Degrowth, 

and rapid Civilisational Collapse.  Figure 11 provides a schematic of the discussion 

above regarding energy futures.  Following Holmgren’s distinction between broader 

energy futures and scenarios, the horizontal axis displays a continuum of energy 

futures.  The schema focuses on futures within the continuum of most likely energy 

futures (blue), ie. from gradual Forced Degrowth to rapid Civilisational Collapse. The 

remaining futures (red) are considered highly unlikely, for reasons given above.   
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Figure 11: Post-peak energy futures and scenarios for industrial civilisation 

 

The critical uncertainty represented on the horizontal blue axis is the pace and 

severity of energy descent.  This will be determined by geological, geopolitical, and 

economic factors, as well as collective perceptions and behaviour. The vertical axis 

represents a continuum of human response understood in terms of 

adaptive/evolutionary or maladaptive/atavistic policy responses, behaviour, norms 

and social paradigm.  ‘Adaptive’ denotes the capacity to transform behaviour, 

values, systems and structures in response to significant changes in the external 

environment; whereas, ‘maladaptive’ refers to defensive, reactionary strategies to 

preserve the status quo, and protect established interests. These responses will be 

influenced by other variables, including differential access to local energy resources, 

and biocapacity per capita.  However, material conditions are not sufficient to 

explain or predict responses to energy scarcity.  Cuba and North Korea, facing 

similar challenges following the collapse of the Soviet Union, responded differently, 

reflecting different cultural and political values.  

The two axes produce four quadrants reflecting the key critical uncertainties that 

generate potential, alternative scenarios within the rapid collapse/gradual 

degrowth spectrum.  The schematic is inevitably an oversimplification, but 

nonetheless serves a heuristic purpose in focussing on specific critical uncertainties 
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and their potential to create alternative outcomes.  In this case, the issue of social 

and political response to peak oil is of central importance to Transition movement 

strategy, and its role in shaping those responses. 

Collective Adaptation is an amalgam of Friedrichs’ Socio-economic Adaptation, 

Heinberg’s Powerdown, and Holmgren’s Green Tech and Earth Steward scenarios.  It 

represents a comprehensive and radical societal transition in response to gradual, 

forced degrowth. It is in effect a revolutionary transformation of political, social, 

economic, and cultural practice and values, engaging with, and addressing the 

needs of, the whole population.  It is to be distinguished from the energy future, 

Planned Degrowth, insofar as it is a response to inevitable economic contraction, 

rather than a deliberate policy choice to instigate contraction.  It conveys, 

nonetheless, the creative potential of pre-energy descent planning, preparation and 

subsequent policy responses.  Lessons for resilience planning and effective policy 

responses in a potential forced degrowth scenario will be considered in Chapter 6 

which examines the Cuban experience of energy scarcity during the 1990’s ‘Special 

Period’.   

Elite Retrenchment is a mal-adaptive, atavistic response on the part of political and 

economic elites seeking to defend privileges and interests associated with the 

industrial growth paradigm. As discussed above, it borrows from Friedrich’s 

Totalitarian Retrenchment and Predatory Militarism, reflecting the view that this 

scenario could emerge within existing liberal-democratic states, and within a 

transnational context.  It may also feature resource imperialism and military 

aggression as a means to maintaining elite interests and affluent consumer 

lifestyles. Definitions of ‘retrenchment’ include a cutting back of expenses, or 

retreat into an interior fortification of a garrison, suggesting a strategy of sacrifice 

or abandonment of territory outside the fortification.  In the context of this 

scenario, it means the abandonment of social provision and welfare, with ‘gated 

communities’ and ‘sacrifice zones’ as defining norms. 
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Warlord Era is simply the progressive descent of Elite Retrenchment, or its 

manifestation in the event of rapid energy descent and social collapse.  This 

scenario, however, still anticipates some degree of social cohesion. Historic 

examples of social collapse, such as the Chinese ‘warlord era’ suggest that human 

capacity for social organisation prevails, albeit characterised by ‘perverse social 

capital’ (Rubio 1997).  For this reason, a more extreme scenario of social 

disintegration, such as the post-apocalyptic vision depicted in Cormac McCarthy’s 

novel, The Road, is not considered (McCarthy 2009).   

The fourth scenario, New Dark Age, combines elements of Heinberg’s Building 

Lifeboats scenario, with its emphasis on survival skills, and Holmgren’s version of 

Lifeboats, that suggests the possibility of cultural preservation and renaissance.  

This echoes the argument of Stavrianos (1976) who anticipated an improved quality 

of life in his book, The Promise of the Coming Dark Age.  He maintained that the so-

called ‘Dark Age’ following the collapse of the Roman Empire was in fact a relatively 

progressive period with increased decentralisation, local autonomy and a decline in 

slavery, with improved conditions for serfs under feudalism. Western civilisation, he 

believed, was now entering a similar ‘dark age’ characterised by the breakdown of 

large-scale, hierarchical structures, allowing the emergence of more decentralised, 

participatory democracy and worker control.  

The New Dark Age scenario description refers to self-governing communities, 

reflecting the potential trends towards local, direct democracy anticipated by 

Stavrianos.  A further elaboration of this scenario, missing in Heinberg and 

Holmgren’s descriptions, is the potential for networking and mutual aid between 

communities.  New Dark Age is an optimistic scenario, suggesting the possibility of 

human flourishing, political and cultural revitalisation, and not just defensive 

survivalism, within the context of broader civilisational collapse. This means that the 

Transition movement’s exclusive preoccupation with gradual, energy descent is 

misplaced, and is missing opportunities for pre-collapse contingency and strategic 

planning, and for encouraging adaptive social experimentation. 
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2.4 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has argued there is strong empirical evidence indicating that global oil 

production has plateaued.  This is not contradicted by the co-existence of ‘above-

ground’ factors, such as inequalities in global access to fossil energy, investment 

decisions, geopolitical competition and instabilities, nor the discursive strategies of 

multinational oil companies (Bridge 2010, 2011; Zalik 2010).  These factors add 

more complex layers to emerging fossil energy scarcity, but do not undermine the 

argument that a real, geological limit has been reached, with enormous implications 

for the future of economic growth and industrial civilisation. 

The combination of inelastic supply and rising demand will create further oil price 

spikes.  Given the correlation between energy supply and economic growth, there 

are likely to be further ‘supply crunches’ followed by ever deepening economic 

recession.  Depleting oil reserves and diminishing energy return rates from both 

conventional and non-conventional sources may lead to a post-plateau decline that 

is earlier and steeper than mainstream forecasts have predicted.  A transition to 

alternative energy that maintains ‘business-as-usual’ is highly unlikely given (i) the 

unique qualities of oil, in terms of its energy density, transportability and versatility 

of use, and (ii) the economic and political constraints on investment in new energy 

infrastructure, in a period of increasing austerity and capital scarcity.  The most 

likely post-plateau energy futures for industrial societies now lie on a continuum 

between forced, gradual energy descent or degrowth, and rapid civilizational 

collapse.  

This effectively rules out the possibility of any scenario involving continued growth, 

including growth based on transition to green energy.  It also excludes the 

possibility of either maintaining a steady state economy at present levels of 

production and consumption, or implementing a programme of planned degrowth.  

Degrowth will occur regardless of policy interventions. Human control over energy 

descent, at best, will only extend to slowing the process, or mitigating its worst 

effects.  Critical uncertainties include: the pace and severity of global and local 
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energy descent; differential access to local energy resources; biocapacity per capita; 

and most importantly, social and political responses to scarcity.  A more gradual 

energy descent may be more conducive to societal adaptation entailing political 

decentralisation, a managed ‘powerdown’ to green, distributed energy, and 

relocalised food systems. Alternatively, the prevailing response to gradual, energy 

descent, from national and global elites, may be an attempt to preserve existing 

power structures and affluent lifestyles, at the expense of subordinate populations. 

This might involve resource imperialism, predatory militarism, and abandonment of 

social provision.  A more rapid societal collapse has the potential for more 

regressive forms of social organisation, such as warlordism, feudalism and slavery, 

or alternatively, the establishment of networked, self-governing communities that 

may provide the basis for future cultural renaissance.   

As both Friedrichs and Holmgren have indicated, different scenarios may emerge 

depending on material conditions and cultural factors.  Holmgren (2009b) also 

suggests the possibility of ‘nested scenarios’ within the same geographical area, 

allowing, for example, an Elite Retrenchment response at national and transnational 

levels, and co-existing with warlordism or self-governing, intentional communities 

at local and regional levels. This provides a reminder that scenario planning analysis 

is not about predicting the future with precision.  It is a heuristic method that 

encourages thinking about what is currently unthinkable, and identifying themes 

and potentialities.  It provides support for contingency planning, and the 

development of ‘early warning systems’ that can indicate the emergence of specific 

scenarios.  The next two chapters will seek to identify signposts that may point 

towards an evolving national and global response to energy scarcity.  Chapter 3 will 

review current policy debates and proposals regarding peak oil, concluding that 

there is evidence of an emerging elite retrenchment response to the empirical 

reality of peak oil.  This, it is argued, is giving rise to new discursive strategies and 

erasures, not anticipated by the ‘critical geography’ presented by Bridge (2010, 

2011), whereby discourses of global terrorism, geopolitical instability, and climate 

change are marshalled to induce an erasure of the empirical reality of peak oil. 
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Chapter 4 explores how this response is manifested within the global food system 

through the phenomena of land-grabbing, the imposition of export-oriented, GM 

industrial farming, and deployment of humanitarian and developmentalist 

discursive strategies. 
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Chapter 3: Energy scarcity and the demise of liberal democracy 

‘But it was too late to save the Great Republic. She was rotten to the heart.  Lust of conquest 

had long ago done its work; trampling upon the helpless abroad had taught her, by a 

natural process, to endure with apathy the like at home; multitudes who had applauded the 

crushing of other people’s liberties, lived to suffer for their mistake in their own persons. The 

government was irrevocably in the hands of the prodigiously rich and their hangers-on; the 

suffrage was become a mere machine, which they used as they chose. There was no 

principle but commercialism, no patriotism but the pocket’. 

Mark Twain
15

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 2 identified a range of uncertainty regarding the pace and severity of 

energy descent, and regarding social and political responses to peak oil.  The next 

two chapters aim to identify ‘signals and signposts’ (Shell 2011) that might indicate 

the emergence of a specific post-peak scenario.  This chapter explores how, and to 

what extent, peak oil is addressed in policy literature and debates, and concludes 

that the UK, along with other western, industrialised countries, led by the United 

States, is moving towards a post-liberal, ‘elite retrenchment’ scenario, characterised 

by a policy of energy imperialism and development of environmentally damaging, 

non-conventional fossil energy.   

The chapter draws upon theoretical frameworks and key concepts from security 

studies, especially critical security studies, in examining relevant policy literature, 

and in reaching conclusions about an emerging post-peak scenario.  In particular, it 

is argued that the so-called ‘war on terror’ represents a covert ‘securitisation’ 

(Buzan, Wæver, and De Wilde 1998) of the threat posed by peak oil to industrialised 

states, and to the global industrial growth/capitalist system as a whole.  It provides 

a cover for energy imperialism abroad and a rationale for increased social control 

                                                      

15
 From Tuckey (1980) The Devil's Race-Track: Mark Twain's Great Dark Writings, p.376. 



 

Page | 86  

 

and coercion domestically.  This response can be further understood as analogous 

to that of elites within weak and failing states in the global South whose primary 

security concerns relate to internal threats which are frequently addressed with 

increased coercion, and deliberate fomenting of instability and ‘warlord politics’ 

(Ayoob 1995; Job 1992; Reno 1998).  The emerging response of the United States 

and its allies, and the industrial growth/capitalist system as a whole, can be viewed 

therefore as a scaling up of strategies normally associated with political elites in 

failing states in the global South. 

The exploration of policy responses to energy scarcity begins in Section 2 with an 

examination of policy literature in international contexts, including sub-national and 

national policy contexts, and the military.  Section 3 examines the UK policy context, 

briefly considering the salience of peak oil as a policy issue at sub-national level, 

within the NGO and business sectors, and then contrasting its more oblique 

treatment within national government policy statements.  Section 4, drawing on 

security studies conceptual frameworks, offers an interpretation of the UK 

government’s comparative lack of candour, arguing that the key explanation may be 

a covert policy of energy imperialism, combined with the development of carbon-

intensive, unconventional fossil energy.  As stated above, the chapter concludes 

that there are emerging signs of an ‘elite retrenchment’ scenario, led by the United 

States, and reflecting a process within the industrial growth/capitalist system as a 

whole.  This is currently rationalised in terms of the ‘war on terror’, but represents a 

disingenuous securitisation of energy scarcity.  It can be further understood from a 

‘regime security’ perspective, traditionally applied to weak and failing states in the 

global South. 

3.2 INTERNATIONAL CONTEXTS 

Sub-national government and peak oil policy initiatives 

The most explicit public policy discourse around peak oil is found at the sub-

national level.  In North America, for example, there are over 50 cities, counties or 
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states that have taken some sort of policy action on peak oil.  This includes initial 

studies, task forces, policy resolutions, and detailed action plans.  Those most 

frequently referred to, within the Transition movement, as models of good practice, 

include initiatives in Portland, Oregon (Portland City Peak Oil Task Force 2007); 

Oakland, California (OIO 2008); San Buenaventura, California (Chen et al 2007); San 

Francisco, California (San Francisco Peak Oil Preparedness Task Force 2009) 

Berkeley, California (Etelson 2009); and Hamilton, Ontario (Gilbert 2006).  There are 

similar initiatives in Australia and the UK16.  Typical action plans include measures 

for energy conservation, public information and engagement, land-use planning and 

infrastructure design to minimise transportation needs and energy use, energy 

efficient transport and building, localising food production, and emergency planning 

for energy and food supply disruptions. 

While this demonstrates evidence of open public policy discourse around peak oil, it 

remains debatable how meaningful these policy actions are in terms of substantial 

implementation.  How many have actually gone beyond producing a report, or 

holding a conference, following an initial study?  How many have translated policy 

resolutions into detailed plans with specific actionable targets, and of those that 

have developed action plans, what progress have they made in implementing 

them?  Transition towns and peak oil websites frequently refer to sub-national 

action plans as models of good practice.  Further detailed research would be 

needed to identify which ones have actually made substantial progress with policy 

implementation, and what transferable lessons can be learnt. 

National governments and peak oil policy 

If we turn to the national level, there are few examples of explicit peak oil policy 

development. Those countries that are regularly cited by peak oil proponents are 

                                                      

16
 See Post Carbon Cities website for a database of sub-national policy actions - 

http://postcarboncities.net/peakoilactions  

http://postcarboncities.net/peakoilactions
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Sweden, Portugal and the Republic of Ireland.  Sweden is often reported to have a 

goal of being independent from oil by 2020.  A commission established in 2005 did 

propose this target. Concerns about peak oil were central to its report, Making 

Sweden an Oil-Free Society, which included recommendations for a radical 

transition to renewable energy (Commission on Oil Independence 2006).  This 

transition, however, was not conceived as a national energy descent plan, but 

instead envisaged continued economic growth, based unrealistically on domestic 

sources of renewable energy, including development of biofuels to replace fossil 

fuels for transport.  In an appendix to the report, a dissenting member of the 

commission stated that proposed targets for domestic biofuel production would 

need half of Sweden’s arable land (ibid: 49).  The report was published three 

months before the general election, and its policy proposals were ignored by the 

incoming government.  

The Portuguese parliament passed a resolution in April 2011 endorsing the ‘Oil 

Depletion Protocol’ proposed by Colin Campbell, Richard Heinberg, and other peak 

oil experts (Campbell 2004; Heinberg 2006).  To date, the author has found no 

evidence of this resolution being translated into government policy.   

In 2006, Forfás, Ireland's policy advisory board for enterprise and science, published 

a report, A Baseline Assessment of Ireland's Oil Dependence:  Key Policy 

Considerations.  A co-author of the report was Robert Hirsch, author of the much-

cited 2005 Hirsch Report commissioned by the US Department of Energy.  The main 

purpose of the report was to ‘outline the key policy considerations for Ireland in 

minimising the impact of a peak oil scenario’ (Forfás 2006: 4).  The report 

recommends, 

‘An overarching national strategy that encompasses areas of energy, 

transport, enterprise, spatial, environmental and research policy is a 

requirement for Ireland in preparation for the challenge of peak oil. 

Countries such as Sweden have taken the lead by adopting a proactive 

approach to this challenge. Ireland needs to follow suit’ 



 

Page | 89  

 

However, the report also argues that ‘the key issue with peak oil is that it is not an 

energy crisis so much as a 'liquid fuels' crisis ... which will have immediate 

consequences for the main categories of oil usage, in particular transportation’ 

(ibid: 3).  It therefore concludes that transportation is the key priority, and ignores 

the ubiquitous role of oil as an industrial feedstock.  Oil is used as a raw material in 

the manufacture of 90% of industrial products (Bundeswehr Transformation Centre 

2010), including: plastics; textiles; pharmaceuticals; chemicals; and, of great 

significance for global food security, agri-chemicals.  Prioritizing transportation 

represents a narrow linear thinking that focusses on one ‘key variable’, and fails to 

address the full systemic implications of peak oil, despite the fact that the report 

recognises the link between fossil energy availability and economic growth, the risks 

to all sectors of the economy, the risks of mass unemployment, and geopolitical 

instability (ibid: 17-21).  The focus on transportation perhaps offers a technical 

solution, and avoids consideration of radical transformation of global industrial 

civilisation, and its long-term sustainability. 

Again, there is no evidence that the Forfás report informed subsequent Irish 

government policy.  Emergency planning policy is concerned exclusively with 

temporary, localised incidents such as natural disasters, major pollution incidents, 

pandemics and animal disease.  Risks to critical infrastructure, as a result of these 

incidents, are highlighted, but the potential impact of oil shortages on critical 

infrastructure is not mentioned (Dept. of Environment 2008).  Since the Forfás 

report, peak oil has not become an explicit factor in Irish energy policy discourse, 

and appears not to be even an implicit influence.  Minimalist targets for renewable 

energy (16% by 2020) to comply with EU commitments, have been justified in terms 

of above-ground factors, such as, ‘Upwardly spiraling global oil prices driven by 

robust demand in the emerging economies and ongoing geo-political turmoil in the 

Middle East and North African regions’ (O’Dowd 2012). 

The most open debate on peak oil has been in the US.  A number of government 

reports have directly addressed peak oil.  The 2005 Hirsch report, Peaking of World 
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Oil Production: Impacts, Mitigation, and Risk Management, was commissioned by 

the US Department of Energy.  It was initially suppressed, but later made public.  Its 

warning regarding the lead-in time for mitigation measures is frequently quoted: 

‘as peaking is approached, liquid fuel prices and price volatility will increase 

dramatically, and, without timely mitigation, the economic, social, and 

political costs will be unprecedented. Viable mitigation options exist on both 

the supply and demand sides, but to have substantial impact, they must be 

initiated more than a decade in advance of peaking’ (Hirsch 2004). 

However, as with the Forfás report in Ireland, the Hirsch report also advocates a 

narrow focus on transportation: 

‘Oil peaking represents a liquid fuels problem, not an “energy crisis” in the 

sense that term has been used. Motor vehicles, aircraft, trains, and ships 

simply have no ready alternative to liquid fuels. Non-hydrocarbon-based 

energy sources, such as solar, wind, photovoltaics, nuclear power, 

geothermal, fusion, etc. produce electricity, not liquid fuels, so their 

widespread use in transportation is at best decades away. Accordingly, 

mitigation of declining world oil production must be narrowly focused (ibid: 

64). 

Hirsch therefore proposes development of biofuels and ‘enhanced oil recovery’ 

technologies, including ‘fracking’, to ensure continued supply of liquid fuels.  This 

proposal does appear to be linked to the framing of peak oil as primarily a 

transportation fuel issue, rather than a broader energy crisis. The impact of this 

strategy on climate change is not considered, as if the issue simply did not exist.  In 

general, he ignores renewables, and proposes an expansion of biofuel crops ‘in 

other parts of the world’ to take advantage of more ‘attractive’ labour costs (ibid: 

44).  Apart from the questionable ethics of exploiting cheap labour in less 

developed countries, this proposal also has implications for local food security 
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where agricultural land is given over to producing biofuel crops for the US. This 

issue will be discussed at length in Chapter 4. 

The Hirsch Report was a seminal government policy document addressing peak oil, 

but from both an environmental and ethical point of view, its recommendations are 

unpalatable, and they fail to offer an effective, long-term response to peak oil.  The 

narrow focus on transportation misses the full systemic implications of peak oil, and 

its main concern is to preserve ‘business-as-usual’ economic growth. The report 

therefore fails to see the need for a resilient energy descent plan as an appropriate 

strategy to cope with peak oil.  Instead, it articulates a ‘Brown Tech’, imperialist 

response, combining exploitation of non-conventional fossil energy, such as shale 

oil and gas, and ‘off-shore’ production of biofuels. 

The Government Accountability Office (GAO) acts as an audit and investigative 

watchdog for the US Congress.  In 2007, it produced a report entitled, Crude Oil:  

Uncertainty about Future Oil Supply Makes It Important to Develop a Strategy for 

Addressing a Peak and Decline in Oil Production (GAO 2007).  It recognises 

uncertainties regarding the timing of peak oil and the size of remaining reserves, 

but emphasises the severe consequences and national security implications of peak 

oil for the US: 

‘Such a peak would require sharp reductions in oil consumption, and the 

competition for increasingly scarce energy would drive up prices, possibly to 

unprecedented levels, causing severe economic damage. While these 

consequences would be felt globally, the United States, as the largest 

consumer of oil and one of the nations most heavily dependent on oil for 

transportation, may be especially vulnerable among the industrialized 

nations of the world‘ (ibid: 38). 

Unlike the Hirsch report, it does identify the harmful environmental impacts of 

exploiting non-conventional sources of oil, but follows Hirsch in focussing its 
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analysis and recommendations on transportation, and calling for government 

intervention as part of a federal peak oil strategy. 

A report from the National Intelligence Council (NIC), in 2008, was also explicit 

about peak oil.  The NIC represents the numerous intelligence agencies within the 

US government system and military.  One of its functions is to provide the incoming 

president with a global trends report.  The 2008 report to the Obama 

administration, Global Trends 2025: A Transformed World, presented a stark picture 

of the world to 2025 (NIC 2008).  Continuing oil price rises were to be expected due 

to ‘plateauing supply and growing demand’ (p.45), and it was even more pessimistic 

than the GAO report about alternatives to fossil fuels: 

‘All current technologies are inadequate for replacing traditional energy 

architectures on the scale needed, and new energy technologies probably 

will not be commercially viable and widespread by 2025’ (ibid: 44). 

The authors believed the ‘massive investment’ required, in the order of trillions of 

dollars, to establish alternative energy infrastructure, based on hydrogen or 

biofuels, was unachievable within the 15 year time frame.  This is a disturbing 

conclusion, given their view that global oil production had already plateaued.  They 

proposed instead the widespread take-up of distributed renewable energy: 

‘The greatest possibility for a relatively quick and inexpensive transition 

during that period comes from better renewable generation sources 

(photovoltaic and wind) … the infrastructure cost hurdle for individual 

projects would be lower, enabling many small economic actors to develop 

their own energy transformation projects …’ (ibid: ix) 

The NIC includes the CIA, FBI, and all branches of the US military, organisations 

whose raison d'être is the national security of the world’s superpower.  It was 

remarkable that they would entertain an energy security policy that would, in 

effect, be distributed ‘powerdown’, and in what is perceived as an increasingly 
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dangerous and insecure world.  The report also described a likely descent globally 

into ‘mercantilism and resource nationalism ... increasing the risks of tensions, if not 

confrontation among the powers in such a zero-sum world’ (ibid: 93).   

By contrast, the subsequent Global Trends report published in 2012 was bullish 

about a ‘brighter energy outlook’ (NIC 2012: 35).  This more optimistic analysis was 

based on the so-called ‘shale revolution’, the report states that, 

‘Once the industry discovered how to combine hydraulic fracturing and 

horizontal drilling, the vast gas resources trapped in shale deposits became 

accessible … In a tectonic shift, energy independence is not unrealistic for 

the US in as short a period as 10-20 years … US has sufficient natural gas to 

meet domestic needs for decades to come, and potentially substantial global 

exports’ (ibid: 35-36). 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the ‘shale revolution’ has been hyped up by Wall Street 

financial institutions, and there is increasing evidence, based on industry data, that 

reserves have been exaggerated, and depletion rates are very high.  The US Energy 

Information Administration is expected to announce in June 2014 estimates of 

recoverable oil in the Californian Monterey Shale formation will be cut by 96% 

(Sahagun 2014).  The formation represents about two-thirds of US shale oil 

reserves, and the new estimate therefore is consistent with predictions from some 

analysts who have been forecasting a collapse of the shale industry between 2015 

and 2030 (Heinberg 2013; Hughes 2013; Leggett 2013; Rogers 2013). 

Peak oil and strategic military thinking 

Turning now to German and US military literature on peak oil, we find a remarkable 

degree of candour, and recurring concerns about national security, the rise of 

resource nationalism, mercantilism, and risks of international conflict over 

remaining energy resources.  Regarding how the energy crisis should or will be 

resolved, the authors divide into two camps, those that advocate domestic 

transition to alternative sources of energy, and those that advocate, or foresee, 
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energy imperialism and the need for foreign military intervention to secure energy 

supplies.  

The German Bundeswehr report 

A German military report on peak oil was initially leaked in 2010, before being made 

officially public, with an English translation.  The author, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas 

Will, in his concluding comments, urges greater public awareness of peak oil: 

‘The time factor may be decisive for a successful transformation towards 

post-fossil societies. In order to accelerate democratic decision processes in 

this respect, it is necessary to embed the dangers of an eroding resource 

basis in the public mind’ (Bundeswehr Transformation Centre 2010: 93). 

The report provides a thorough and frank analysis of the issues surrounding peak 

oil.  It describes the full extent to which the global economy and industrialised 

societies are dependent on oil, and identifies emerging trends, such as, a shift of 

political power to oil and gas producing countries, and cites the 2009 gas dispute 

between Russia and the Ukraine as an example of this trend17.  It foresees an 

increased risk of armed conflict within and between countries to secure control of 

energy supplies, and predicts a further increase in the trend towards bilateral deals, 

and less oil traded on open markets.  It considers the possibility of a systemic 

collapse scenario, affecting the global economy and all market-based national 

economies.  No doubt sensitive to Germany’s own historical experience, the report 

warns that setbacks to economic growth and declining living standards could 

provoke a crisis of confidence in democratic institutions and ‘increase the likelihood 

of growing political instability and extremism’ (ibid: 55). 

                                                      

17
  Some observers argued that Russia’s motives in cutting off gas supplies to Ukraine were political, 

and a response to Ukraine’s pro-western policies.  For example, see "Russia-Ukraine feud goes 

beyond gas pipes". The International Herald Tribune. January 14, 2009.  

http://iht.com/articles/2009/01/14/europe/gazprom.2-407519.php?page=2
http://iht.com/articles/2009/01/14/europe/gazprom.2-407519.php?page=2
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Adopting a systems perspective, the report recommends ‘less efficiency, more 

robustness’ (ibid: 93). The author therefore makes a string of comments favouring a 

decentralised approach, away from efficiencies of scale, not just for energy security, 

but more widely: 

‘Very frequently, centralisation for reasons of efficiency comes at the 

expense of system stability. There is no doubt, for example, that one large 

power plant can work more efficiently than several small power plants. If it 

fails, however, there is no network that can replace it.  A strengthening of 

society’s self-organisation capabilities and opportunities on a local level is 

thus a possibility, comparable to the concept of voluntary fire brigades.’ 

(ibid: 60)  

The report even proposes decentralised provisioning for the armed forces, 

maintaining that ‘meeting demands locally is preferable over a centrally homeland-

managed, extensive and centralised supply’ (ibid: 108).  The city of Bloomington in 

the USA and its ‘energy descent plan’ is recommended as a model for German army 

barracks.  These proposals for distributed energy supply, and decentralised 

provisioning, echo many of the recommendations in the 2008 US National 

Intelligence Council report (NIC 2008) discussed above. 

US military literature 

US military literature is equally forthright regarding peak oil, with some authors 

advocating a transition to renewable energy, and others arguing that military 

intervention to secure oil supplies has become unavoidable.  While some of this 

literature dates back to the 1980’s, most has emerged since the invasion of Iraq18.  

It has been publicly available, and in some cases, displays a critical view of US 

government policy.   

                                                      

18
 Karbuz (2006) provides a brief review of US military literature addressing peak oil. 
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An article by Lieutenant Colonel John Amidon, of the US Air Force, is a striking 

example.  Published in the Joint Forces Quarterly in 2005, it was awarded an essay 

prize by the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  In direct reference to the Iraq 

war, Amidon observes that ‘dependence on imported oil, particularly from the 

Middle East, has become the elephant in the foreign policy living room’ (Amidon 

2005: 68), and concludes that, 

‘Absent the plausible charge that the U.S. role in the Middle East is 

motivated solely by oil, U.S. efforts to nurture democracy, and local 

perception of those efforts, could result in a new era of good will.’ (ibid: 77). 

Amidon demonstrates a broad, detailed understanding of the economic, 

geopolitical and geological aspects of peak oil, and is explicit in describing the risks 

to the US economy arising from dependence on imported oil. He makes a case for 

urgent transition to alternative energy technologies, and argues against a military 

approach to energy security: 

‘rising world demand and falling production could place the United States in 

direct military competition with equally determined nations. It is doubtful 

that any military, even that of a global hegemon, could secure an oil lifeline 

indefinitely’ (ibid: 76). 

He maintains that military intervention to manage access to oil supplies 

‘understates the military costs of preserving access’ (ibid: 69).  The $2.2 trillion cost 

of military operations in the Middle East and Central Asia represents, he claims, a 

hidden subsidy to US domestic fuel consumption, and acts as a disincentive to 

energy conservation.  He proposes instead an immediate national energy plan with 

measures to promote energy conservation, and an ‘energy power shift’ to 

renewable energy, non-fossil fuels, and electrification of transport.  He also stresses 

the need to ‘convince the public and policymakers that an era of permanently 

limited oil supplies has arrived’ (ibid: 73).  Amidon’s analysis and proposals are very 
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similar to the German Bundeswehr report, and echo the recommendations of the 

2008 NIC report. 

A report by the US Army Corps of Engineers, Energy Trends and Their Implications 

for US Army Installations, makes similar arguments (Westervelt and Fournier 2005).  

It provides detailed analysis of global oil supply, and the potential for substitution 

with alternative energy sources. It concludes that ‘world oil production is at or near 

its peak and current world demand exceeds the supply’ (ibid: xi), that ‘no other 

energy source equals oil’s intrinsic qualities of extractability, transportability, 

versatility, and cost’, and that ‘currently, there is no viable substitute for petroleum’ 

(ibid: 5).  

Following the same line of reasoning found in the Bundeswehr report, Westervelt 

and Fournier identify the need for distributed power supply within army bases, and 

recommend ‘a vast increase in renewable distributed generation including 

photovoltaic, solar thermal, wind, microturbines and biomass, and the large-scale 

networking of on-site generation’.  With a degree of scepticism directed at the US 

political leadership, the report advises that the Army be ‘prepared to proceed 

regardless of the national measures taken or not taken’ (p.58).  Distributed, 

renewable energy infrastructure was also proposed, in 2006, by Lieutenant Colonel 

Michael Hornitschek, in a paper entitled, War Without Oil: A Catalyst For True 

Transformation.  He believed that energy transition initiated by the armed forces, 

within military bases, could be a catalyst for national energy transformation 

(Hornitschek 2006). 

A contrasting and much bleaker analysis is found in Tewksbury (2006), Pre-emptive 

Energy Security: An Aggressive Approach to Meeting America’s Requirements.  

Lieutenant Colonel Tewksbury argues that successive governments have failed to 

address US dependence on oil imports, despite the experience of oil embargoes in 

the 1970’s and 1980’s, and the established link between oil price spikes and 

recession.  He therefore recommends ‘the use of military force to guarantee access 

to foreign oil sources’ (ibid: iii), as a ‘necessary stopgap measure until this nation is 
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free of its dependence on foreign oil.’(ibid: 9), and maintains that ‘the dire 

economic, social, and political consequences associated with a severe reduction in 

imported oil justifies the use of military action, regardless of world opinion’ 

[emphasis added] (ibid: 10).  In terms of international relations theory, his position 

is starkly realist, but not jingoistic.  He is highly critical of US government energy 

policy and foreign policy, and advocates the public be fully informed of the 

implications of peak oil: 

‘Because lessons of the past have not been learned, we are left in a 

dangerous position that may require us to act preemptively to guarantee 

access to sources of energy. Our leaders and citizens must fully understand 

the link between oil, the economy, and national security. They must realize 

the costs in treasury and blood we are paying for oil. Then they will demand 

a new strategic direction toward energy independence’ (ibid: 14). 

Tewksbury’s argument illustrates that even less ‘hawkish’ military leaders may still 

be inclined to advocate ‘predatory militarism’ (Friedrichs 2012, 2010a) in response 

to peak oil, if their analysis is framed within a realist international relations 

perspective that posits nation-states as the primary entities within an anarchic 

global system, and places their country’s national security over that of any other 

country. 

The significance of the realist worldview is explicitly addressed by Lieutenant 

Colonel Eggen (2007), in his thesis entitled, Impact of the Peaking of World Oil 

Production on the Global Balance of Power.  Prior to peak oil, he argues, when there 

is a growing supply of energy, it creates the illusion of ‘a win-win process following 

the rules of a non-zero game, in a free-market economy’ (ibid: 53).  Once peak oil is 

reached, it becomes a zero-sum game, moving to a below-zero sum game.  The 

global system then shifts from free market neo-liberalism to one characterised by 

mercantilism, bilateral accords, ‘offensive realism’, and alliances based on the 

geography of remaining energy reserves.   His prediction that ‘minor geopolitical 

players will have to align with great powers, to ensure minimal losses in oil supply’ 
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(ibid: iv), might also describe the ‘coalition of the willing’ that supported the US 

invasion of Iraq. 

Eggen stresses that energy is vital to a state’s economy and military, and is 

therefore ‘a source of national power’ (ibid: p.34).  For this reason, he believes the 

major powers are reluctant to incur a ‘first-mover’ disadvantage since ‘a premature 

transition towards new sources of energy constitutes a risk to alter their current 

geopolitical position’ (ibid: iv).  This offers a plausible, and additional, interpretation 

of government inertia regarding the development of non-fossil energy.  It suggests 

the constraints of geopolitical competition may be as significant as the pressures of 

domestic consumerism, or corporate lobbying.  Moreover, if the belief-system of 

most military and political leaders is basically realist, or neo-realist19, then there is a 

strong likelihood that their beliefs, if acted on, will become self-fulfilling. 

Common themes in the military literature 

The military literature, examined above, divides between authors who embrace the 

need for energy transition, and those who adopt a realist interpretation of 

international relations, and see conflict over energy resources as inevitable.  The 

former advocate resilience based on energy conservation and decentralised, 

distributed renewable energy transition, and the latter believe that preservation of 

national security requires a military interventionist approach, at least in the short-

term, to enable transition to national energy independence.  

All the literature is candid and well-informed about peak oil, and frequently in 

favour of more open public debate, which is in marked contrast to the lack of public 

awareness and debate in the UK, or the lack of candour on the subject from most 

political parties, politicians and governments.  It may therefore be worth 

                                                      

19
 According to a realist interpretation of international relations, under conditions of scarcity, states 

will resort to conflict.  This arises, according to classical realists, because of human nature, or, 

according to neo-realists, because of the structural constraints of an anarchic world system.   
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establishing an informal dialogue between the Transition movement and the armed 

forces.  At least in the German and US military literature there is evidence of 

thoughtful, dissenting views on peak oil and energy security policy.  In the event of 

a peak oil induced crisis, it will be the armed forces that will be called on to manage 

an emergency response, and they have the resources and organisational capacity to 

act as a model for wider energy transformation.  This latter possibility merits further 

exploration and research.  Another recurring theme in the military literature is the 

potential shift away from a neoliberal global economic system and the emergence 

of bilateralism and neo-mercantilism.  This theme was also present in the 2008 US 

National Intelligence Council report.  As we shall see in the UK energy policy 

literature, there is some support for revision of prevailing neoliberalist policy.   

3.3 UK PEAK OIL POLICY DISCOURSE 

Policy debate outside national government 

There have been some indications that peak oil might become part of wider public 

debate in the UK.  A number of business sector reports have expressed concerns 

about future energy security, economic impacts, and the adequacy of government 

policy (ITPOES 2008, 2010; Froggatt and Lahn 2010; Deutsche Bank 2010, 2009; 

Shell International 2011).  The Green New Deal Group20 is calling for a green 

economic stimulus to tackle the ‘triple crunch’ of financial crisis, climate change and 

peak oil (Green New Deal Group 2008).  The Transition Towns movement, 

addressing the twin challenges of peak oil and climate change, has spread rapidly 

since its inception in 2005, and there are now around 400 initiatives in the UK21.  

The Transition Towns Network has no partnership with national government, 

                                                      

20
 See http://www.greennewdealgroup.org/. 

21
 Transition Initiatives Directory - http://www.transitionnetwork.org 

http://www.transitionnetwork.org/
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however, roughly a third of local initiatives in the UK have developed some form of 

engagement with their local council22. 

There are a few signs of peak oil awareness within local and devolved government.  

Studies examining the impact of peak oil have been commissioned by the Welsh 

Assembly, Warwickshire County Council, Cheshire West and Chester Authority, and 

Bristol City Council (Clubb 2008; Kurtenbach et al 2010; Barker et al 2009; Osborn 

2009).  With the exception of Bristol23, there is little evidence that these studies led 

to any substantial policy developments.  In some cases, the initial study provides 

well-informed policy recommendations that then appear to have had little or no 

influence on the policy-making process (for example, Welsh Assembly, and 

Cheshire).  In Warwickshire, a peak oil impact study focussed very narrowly on the 

council’s own assets and statutory obligations, and demonstrated little 

understanding of the full scale of the challenge posed by peak oil, nor the wider 

strategic leadership role that local government could provide.  Similarly, reports 

addressing peak oil from the Local Government Association (LGA) and the Royal 

Town Planners Institute (RTPI) fail to grasp its full implications (LGA 2008; RTPI 

undated).  Both focus exclusively on transport and convey no sense that peak oil 

represents a radical change from business as usual.  The RTPI report is even upbeat 

about the potential benefits of peak oil: ‘Traffic speeds may drop in response to 

higher fuel costs, improving safety levels marginally’ (ibid: 42). The impression from 

these examples is that peak oil awareness and policy formation is generally very 

under-developed within sub-national government.  

                                                      

22
 Personal email communication from Rob Hopkins, Transition Towns network, May 2014. 

23
 Subsequent to its initial peak oil study, Bristol City Council has supported Transition Bristol with 

the development of a Food Policy Council promoting a re-localised food economy for the city, and in 

establishing a local currency, the Bristol pound.  The Council is also proactive in promoting energy 

conservation and uptake of renewable energy - http://www.bristol.gov.uk/page/environment/peak-

oil-and-transition-bristol. 

http://www.bristol.gov.uk/page/environment/peak-oil-and-transition-bristol
http://www.bristol.gov.uk/page/environment/peak-oil-and-transition-bristol


 

Page | 102  

 

Despite these limitations, regional and local governments in the UK have 

demonstrated a more public interest in peak oil.  While there may be a failure 

sometimes to grasp its full implications, or to follow through to substantive actions, 

nonetheless, there are examples of emerging best practice24 that require further 

research and dissemination.  Sub-national government is less remote from its 

electorate and more rooted in its locality.  It is at this level, perhaps, that a more 

resilient, re-localised approach could be developed. 

UK national government policy discourse and peak oil 

At the national government level, there are very few signs that peak oil is becoming 

an explicit policy issue.  An All Party Parliamentary Group on Peak Oil was 

established in 2007 to discuss peak oil and investigate its timing, impacts, 

mitigations and solution.  At the time of writing, there is no evidence that the 

group’s deliberations have contributed to government policy, and its website, which 

contained extensive audio and documentary material, has been removed.  Official 

government comments on peak oil have typically expressed a sanguine, if not 

complacent, view about future oil supplies. In 2006, the then Energy Minister, 

Malcolm Wicks, in a letter replying to PowerSwitch25, stated that, 

‘The Government is aware of the arguments surrounding this issue that 

global oil (and gas) production will one day peak, which cannot be disputed. 

However, we believe that such a peak is not imminent and will not be 

reached until some time after 2030, provided the necessary investments in 

expanding and replacing production capacity are made’ (Wicks 2006). 

                                                      

24
 See Footnote 23. 

25
 PowerSwitch is an NGO and internet forum set up in Autumn 2004 with the aim of raising public 

awareness and debate in the UK regarding peak oil and its consequences. See 

http://www.powerswitch.org.uk/ 
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The Stern Review, commissioned by the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon 

Brown, in 2006, investigated the economic impacts of climate change. The Review 

concluded that “there is enough fossil fuel in the ground to meet world 

consumption demand at reasonable cost until at least 2050”, and estimated that 

the average cost of oil would not rise significantly over $30 per barrel (Stern 2007: 

212). 

In 2007, the Labour government conveyed a similar view in responding to an ‘e-

petition’, requesting government action to address peak oil:  

‘The Government fully recognises that there is uncertainty around the issue 

of future global oil and gas production. However, on the balance of the 

available analysis and evidence, the Government's assessment is that the 

world's oil and gas resources are sufficient to sustain economic growth for 

the foreseeable future’ (UK Government 2007). 

An examination of the timing and potential impacts of peak oil was conducted in 

2007 by officials within the former Department for Business, Enterprise and 

Regulatory Reform (BERR). A summarised version of the internal report, entitled, 

Report on the risks and impacts of a potential future decline in oil production, was 

released in 2009 by the newly created Department of Energy and Climate Change 

(DECC), in response to a freedom of information request (DECC 2009).  The original 

report included a detailed literature review, interviews with oil industry experts 

(including peak oil proponents), and examination of alternative peak oil scenarios to 

assess potential impacts.  The summary version concluded that a permanent decline 

in oil production was unlikely before 2020, but that potential domestic impacts 

could be very severe, including, ‘economic disruption’, inflation, high 

unemployment, ‘downward pressure on GDP’; and social unrest (ibid: 16).  It 

highlighted the geopolitical implications of an early peak, primarily: a rise in 

resource nationalism; more intense ‘geopolitical competition for supplies’, and an 

increase in bilateral energy deals (ibid: 16).  It also warned that ‘some countries may 

be tempted to achieve political objectives by utilising their oil leverage’ (ibid: 26). 
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Following Hirsch (2005), the report also highlighted the need for advance planning 

and adjustment to peak oil.  It warned that, 

‘lead-times for Governments and economic systems to adjust to peak oil 

could be several years or even decades – with a potentially painful transition 

time. Therefore, it is prudent to more thoroughly explore the issues 

surrounding peak oil in the context of longer-term risk management’ (ibid: 

p.4). 

Somewhat bizarrely, given the risks identified, the summary report concludes that 

no additional government policies are needed, and that existing measures to 

address climate change are sufficient.  This disregards the different timescales for 

peak oil and climate change, and differing impacts.  The following caveat, however, 

follows this apparently complacent conclusion: 

‘Policies relating to oil consumption in the transport sector, particularly road 

and air travel, should continue to be monitored closely, as this sector will 

probably be most exposed to rising and volatile prices in the event of peak 

oil’ (ibid: 34) 

While it is certainly true that the transport sector will be vulnerable to fuel price 

increases arising from peak oil, it will not, however, be the only essential sector of 

the economy to be affected.  The focus on transport is a common theme in official 

government peak oil policy discourse (including the 2005 Hirsch report as discussed 

above), and indicates a failure to grasp or address the full systemic impact and 

scope of peak oil.  As detailed in chapter 2, peak oil will affect every sector of the 

economy and almost every part of modern life, and has the potential to precipitate 

the collapse of all critical infrastructure systems (Korowicz 2010).  Notwithstanding 

the lack of robust policy recommendations in the BERR/DECC report, it did 

nevertheless highlight the gravity of risks posed by an early peak in oil production, 

including potential for economic disruption and social unrest.  To what extent, if 



 

Page | 105  

 

any, have the concerns raised in this report informed subsequent UK emergency 

planning and energy policy?   

UK emergency planning policy 

In 2008, the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, replied to a freedom of 

information request from the environmentalist, George Monbiot, specifically 

regarding any contingency plans drawn up in preparation for the economic impacts 

of peak oil.  The Department’s response was, ‘The Government does not feel the 

need to hold contingency plans specifically for the eventuality of crude oil supplies 

peaking between now and 2020’ (Monbiot 2008).  The reply was almost identical a 

year later when he put a similar request to the Department of Energy and Climate 

Change:  

‘…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 

2009). 

Consistent with this position, the 2008 National Security Strategy of the United 

Kingdom, makes no mention of depleting oil supplies, but does identify 

‘competition for energy’, along with climate change, water scarcity, global poverty, 

and population change, as inter-connected drivers of insecurity and instability 

(Cabinet Office 2008).  Compared to the narrow security concerns of the Cold War, 

this represents an apparent broadening of the range of security threats.  

Nonetheless, these are still seen through the prism of a state-centric security 

perspective.  ‘Competition for energy’ is one of a set of secondary factors that 

contribute to the risk of more traditional security threats, including: terrorist attack, 

weapons of mass destruction, state-led threats, and regional conflict.  The 

document notes that, 

‘Like climate change, competition for energy is a global challenge in its own 

right, but also one with potentially serious security implications. Along with 
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climate change and water stress, it is one of the biggest potential drivers of 

the breakdown of the rules-based international system and the re-

emergence of major inter-state conflict, as well as increasing regional 

tensions and instability’ (ibid: 19). 

More intense competition for energy, according to the Strategy, arises from 

increasing global demand, especially from China and India, and not from depleting 

supply.  Nonetheless, the Strategy does share some of the themes contained in the 

BERR/DECC report.  It notes that ‘the supply of oil and gas becomes increasingly 

concentrated, much of it in regions with potential for political instability’ (ibid: 19) 

and highlights the geopolitical dimensions of competition for oil, observing that 

‘countries including China and Russia are already making control of energy supply a 

foreign policy priority’ (ibid: 19).  It also explicitly links energy security to climate 

change policy, 

‘Our climate change and energy policies reflect the combined goals of 

mitigating climate change, maintaining a secure and reliable energy supply, 

and, in so doing, contributing to greater security and stability in 

international relations’ (ibid: 55). 

These policies include the promotion of ‘open, competitive energy markets’ (ibid: 

51).  As we will see below, there is an alternative view suggesting the traditional 

neoliberal market-based approach is no longer in the UK’s best interests, and that a 

more bilateralist strategy will better serve the energy security demands of the UK.  

Other proposals include: diversifying sources of energy; investment in new gas 

infrastructure; expansion of renewables and nuclear energy, improving energy 

efficiency, and shifting to a low carbon economy.  However, there is no indication 

that the 2008 Strategy has considered, or anticipates, any scenario other than 

continued economic growth and ‘business as usual’. 

The UK National Security Strategy was updated in 2010 and contains very similar 

analyses, although the tone is perhaps more foreboding, reflected in the 
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document’s title, A Strong Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: The National Security 

Strategy (Cabinet Office 2010).  International terrorism remains the primary 

national security threat, but the 2010 Strategy adds that ‘over the next 20 years, we 

may face security threats from a range of sources’ (ibid: 19).  These sources include 

disruption of energy and food supplies, critical resource scarcity, and climate 

change impacts.  As with the 2008 Strategy, this represents a broadening of the 

security agenda away from exclusively military threats, but these additional threats 

are still framed within the traditional national security perspective or discourse.  

With regard to energy security, the 2010 Strategy does not contain any specific 

reference to peak oil, or risks of global oil depletion.  It does, however, refer to 

‘disruption to oil or gas supplies to the UK, or price instability, as a result of war, 

accident, major political upheaval or deliberate manipulation of supply by 

producers’ (ibid: 27).  Furthermore, this is assessed as a third tier risk, lower in 

priority to the first and second tiers, which primarily are concerned with military or 

terrorist attacks against the UK.  The assessment is based on relative likelihood and 

impact.  Given the severe economic, social and geopolitical impacts associated with 

peak oil and the long lead time for adjustment identified by the BERR/DECC report, 

it is remarkable that the 2010 National Security Strategy appears to have 

overlooked this risk.  Information from authoritative sources would have been 

available to the authors of the strategy, including the Hirsch Report, the Global 

Energy Research Group at Uppsala University, Sweden, and the 2009 UKERC report, 

all warning of a possible peak in production before 2020 (Hirsch 2005; Aleklett et al 

2010; Sorrell et al 2009).   

There are again, however, echoes of the BERR/DECC report in the 2010 National 

Security Strategy, insofar as it identifies similar ‘above-ground’ geopolitical risks to 

energy security.  The Strategy notes that ‘the security of our energy supplies 

increasingly depends on fossil fuels located in some of the most unstable parts of 

the planet’ (Cabinet Office 2010: 2).  
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Although neither the 2008 nor 2010 UK National Security Strategy directly address 

peak oil, a number of peak oil websites continued to report that the UK Industry 

Taskforce on Peak Oil and Energy Security (ITPOES) and the Department of Energy 

and Climate Change (DECC) were collaborating on an emergency response plan to 

peak oil.  ITPOES, in fact, issued a press release to this effect in May 2011 (ITPOES 

2011).  Jeremy Leggett at the ASPO 2012 conference confirmed that the then 

Secretary of State, Chris Huhne, initiated the idea for the collaboration, in a meeting 

with ITPOES representatives.  Subsequent to the meeting, ITPOES issued a press 

statement and submitted draft proposals to DECC.  They then received a call from a 

senior civil servant, informing them that no such collaboration had been agreed 

(Leggett 2012).  This would strongly indicate awareness of peak oil within the UK 

political establishment, but a prevailing resistance to address the issue publicly.  

However, as we shall see below, a green paper on energy, published by the 

Conservative party prior to the 2010 election, was an exception to this rule. 

UK energy policy 

The Labour Government White Paper on Energy (DTI 2007) included some 

discussion of the threats to the UK’s energy security posed by depletion of North 

Sea oil and gas, and increasing dependence on energy imports.  A familiar 

geopolitical analysis was presented, with threats including: the concentration of oil 

and gas supplies in ‘unstable parts of the world’; growing ‘resource nationalism’; 

and the potential use of reserves to achieve political objectives (ibid: 32).  Thus, the 

threats to energy security were again portrayed primarily as ‘above-ground’ geo-

political risks, rather than long-term supply risks arising from peak production.  

Furthermore, following the BERR/DECC report, the White Paper also concluded that 

‘many of the measures to tackle climate change set out in this White Paper will also 

bring benefits to the UK’s security of energy supplies’ (ibid: 19) 

In the subsequent UK Low Carbon Transition Plan (DECC 2009), ‘energy security’ is 

referred to repeatedly throughout the Plan but not defined, except for a very brief 
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section entitled ‘Energy Security’ that places it within the context of rising energy 

demand.  As the report puts it,  

‘The action that the Government is taking to cut emissions from the energy 

sector is good for the security of our energy supplies too. Global energy 

demand is forecast to increase by around 45% between 2006 and 2030, with 

almost 80% of this increase coming from fossil fuels’ (ibid: 28). 

The long-term sustainability of supply is not considered.  The Plan is framed 

primarily within the climate change narrative and the need to ‘de-carbonise’ 

economic growth and consumerism.  The absence of any direct reference to peak 

oil contrasts with the Wicks review of UK energy security, carried out in 2009.  

Entitled, Energy Security: A national challenge in a changing world, it was 

commissioned by the Labour government to review the UK’s energy security (Wicks 

2009).  It deals briefly with the issue of peak oil, which is discussed using text taken 

almost verbatim from the BERR/DECC report.  The Wicks review has been berated 

by peak oil proponents for its seemingly dismissive conclusion that, 

‘proven reserves are equal to over 40 years of current production..……the 

immediate risk to oil production is not the level of resources and reserves, 

but the world’s ability to convert these reserves into production now and in 

the long run, which is essential for the UK’s security of supply’ (ibid: 46) 

Nonetheless, the tone of the review is at times alarmist.  It warns that ‘we have 

entered a decade or more of dramatic transition, heralding a century of serious 

energy uncertainty’, and that ‘as the world comes out of global recession, the global 

grab for energy will return to something like its pre-recession trajectory …. More 

nations will flex their muscles in the pursuit of energy resources’ (ibid: 1). 

Although the Wicks review has been associated with peak oil scepticism, its analysis 

of energy security risks is consistent with the production plateau scenario described 
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in Chapter 2.  The summary of risks below acknowledges the depletion of existing 

oilfields, and declining EROI26.  The review states that,  

‘There are clear risks that global supply of oil and gas will not keep pace with 

demand. Remaining reserves of both are increasingly concentrated in a 

limited number of countries, are becoming increasingly more expensive and 

(geologically) difficult to exploit (particularly in the OECD), and supplies from 

existing fields are declining at increasing rates.’ (ibid: 3). 

The review highlights the implications of increasing geographical concentration of 

oil and gas reserves, but emphasises problems of market efficiency, highlighting 

that,  

‘Many resource-rich countries restrict the involvement of foreign companies 

in producing oil and gas, which increases the possibility that investments will 

not be made in an efficient and timely manner to enable a smooth matching 

between supply and demand…..some state-owned companies are less 

technically capable than those which compete in the global marketplace’ 

(ibid: 4). 

This, arguably, reflects the views and interests of international oil companies (IOC’s) 

like Shell and BP, who have been increasingly excluded by oil-producing countries in 

favour of their own national oil companies (NOC’s).  The discourse, evident in the 

Wicks review, around the themes of ‘resource nationalism’, ‘under-investment’, 

‘technical capability’, and ‘market efficiency’ masks more fundamental concerns of 

access and control.  The Bundeswehr report on peak oil argues that expropriation of 

IOC’s actually led to market liberalisation, and warns against the ‘creation of new 

monopolies’: 

                                                      

26
 Declining energy return on energy investment (EROI), especially in relation to more expensive, 

non-conventional sources of oil and gas, is discussed in Chapter 2. 



 

Page | 111  

 

‘the break-up of the vertical integration of the oil industry, that is, the 

control over the whole value-added chain from oil extraction to the 

operation of filling stations by a single company, led to a noticeable 

relaxation on the oil market, which, under the circumstances at that time, 

was in the interest of both producers and consumers’ (Bundeswehr 

Transformation Centre 2010: 26). 

Energy scarcity is not only heightening competition between oil importing 

countries, but is also creating a fault-line between oil importers in the global North 

and oil producers in the South.  As it becomes clearer that peak oil has been 

reached, there will be increasing pressures within oil producing countries to 

withhold production from global markets, in favour of domestic use.  In 2008, King 

Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, commenting on plans not to increase Saudi oil production 

capacity, stated candidly, ‘I keep no secret from you that, when there were some 

new finds, I told them, “No, leave it in the ground, with grace from God, our 

children need it”’(Hoyos 2008). 

80% of remaining oil reserves is located in developing countries, and it has been 

argued that the Iraq wars signalled a trend towards more inter-state conflict 

between the industrialised North and resource-rich countries in the South (Peters 

2004; Bundeswehr Transformation Centre 2010).  It is perhaps this context, and the 

increase in bilateral deals, that underlies the explicit case, in the Wicks review, for 

abandoning traditional UK neoliberalist policy.  The review advocates instead an 

interventionist approach, asserting that, 

‘the era of heavy reliance on companies, competition and liberalisation must 

be re-assessed. The time for market innocence is over. We must still rely on 

companies for exploration, delivery and supply, but the state must become 

more active - interventionist where necessary…..Many countries use political 

influence to gain access to energy supplies… ‘(ibid: 1) 
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It goes on to suggest that, ‘many Governments are more ready to intervene in 

support of their national interests than has been the case for the UK’ and that, 

‘Close connection between the state and leading companies in a number of EU 

countries has been in contrast to our rules-based, market-liberal approach’ (ibid: 

85).  Accordingly, the review contained detailed proposals for developing strong 

bilateral relationships with a target list of oil-producing countries, including: 

Norway, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, ‘producer states in the Caspian Region’, and 'transit 

states such as Turkey’ (ibid: 85-101).  Although unique in explicitly promoting this 

approach, the Wicks review, nonetheless indicates the potential for a significant 

change in UK government policy, which if adopted widely by other states, would 

have profound implications for the current, neoliberal, economic world order. 

The Conservative Party Green Paper, Rebuilding Security: Conservative Energy Policy 

for an Uncertain World, published before the 2010 general election, focusses more 

on domestic measures to address energy security, but does briefly advocate open 

markets, especially in LNG (Liquified Natural Gas) and shale gas, as a way of 

minimising dependence on Eurasian pipelines, and diversifying away from oil.  

(Conservative Party 2010).  The Green Paper conveys alarm regarding emerging 

energy security risks, and makes direct references to peak oil.  Quoting from the 

ITPOES report, The Oil Crunch, it states that, ‘the era of cheap oil is behind us. We 

must plan for a world in which oil prices are likely to be both higher and more 

volatile’ (ibid: 22), and directs criticism at the previous government’s energy policy, 

stating that, 

‘A policy designed for an age of plenty is still with us in an age of insecurity. 

Sometimes governments are overtaken by events, but in respect of energy 

policy, this is a Government that saw what was coming and did nothing 

about it. If we continue in our failure to adapt to the new circumstances of 

the 21st century, then the consequences for Britain’s energy security will be 

dire’ (ibid: 7) 
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What exactly it was the Labour government saw coming, but failed to act on, is 

made clear a few pages later: 

‘Despite warnings from bodies such as the International Energy Agency and 

the UK Energy Research Centre that global oil production will peak within 

the next two decades, the Government still has no plans to prepare Britain 

for such an event – not even after the wake up call of 2008 when oil prices 

soared to $147 per barrel’ (ibid: 11). 

The Green Paper also suggests the possibility of an earlier peak, and urges 

immediate action in preparation.  Proposed actions appear to be remarkably 

‘green’.  Expansion of renewable energy (along with gas and nuclear) is seen as 

essential to a more secure and diversified energy supply.  Other proposed measures 

include:  carbon capture and storage (CCS) technology, electrification of transport, 

smart grid technology, and a ‘Green Deal’ household energy efficiency programme.  

The Green Paper does however contain hints of an emerging agenda to promote 

‘fracking’, referring favourably to the ‘shale gas revolution’ (ibid: 15) based on 

‘breakthroughs in the extraction of previously inaccessible gas from shale 

formations’ (ibid: 9).  It also suggests that ‘gas is in many ways an attractive “bridge 

fuel” to the future’ (ibid: 9). 

Unsurprisingly, the Green Paper does not discuss the possibility of energy descent.  

There are occasional references to the contribution of proposed measures to ‘jobs 

and growth’, suggesting an assumption of a ‘business as usual’ scenario.  

Nonetheless, there is considerable emphasis on the development of ‘decentralised 

energy’, including CHP, waste heat capture, biomass, biogas, geothermal and micro-

generation technology.  There are provisions for giving local councils powers to 

promote integrated district heating schemes.  Such measures, combined with other 

policies to enhance ‘localism’, could potentially be an important part of a managed 

energy descent strategy. 
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The Coalition government’s stated aim of being the ‘greenest government ever’ has 

however been consistently undermined by disputes between DECC and the 

Treasury over, amongst other things, subsidies to wind farms, targets for carbon 

emissions and renewables, and contractual arrangements for developers that critics 

claim will favour large energy companies (Harvey 2012a).  The Chancellor, George 

Osborne, and Environment Secretary Owen Patterson, are seen by some as hostile 

to the green energy sector, and it is claimed this is due to lobbying from backbench 

Tories opposed to on-shore wind farms (Harvey 2012b; Carrington 2012; Harrabin 

2012).  This does not fully explain what appears to be a concerted campaign to 

obstruct both the expansion of green energy generally, and the creation of more 

ambitious decarbonisation targets.  Details of meetings held by Treasury ministers, 

since the Coalition government was formed, suggest that what fuels this campaign 

is more than just the ‘NIMBYism’ of Tory backbenchers.  Since May 2010, Treasury 

ministers have met 17 times with green energy lobbyists, compared to 119 

meetings with representatives from oil and gas companies, the airline industry, and 

car manufacturers.  The Chancellor, George Osborne, has had 8 meetings with oil 

and gas companies, and not one with any representative from the green energy 

sector (Hickman 2012).   

Notwithstanding this dispute over energy policy within the Coalition government, it 

is irrefutable that the Conservative party leadership are fully aware of the imminent 

risks of peak oil, and it is highly likely the Liberal party leadership are equally well 

informed, as the meeting between Chris Huhne and ITPOES would indicate.  Labour 

party energy security discourse frequently dismissed peak oil, highlighted above-

ground constraints, and focussed on the climate change narrative.  However, 

Michael Meacher, the former Labour environment minister, commenting on the 

Labour government’s knowledge of peak oil, disclosed that,  

‘…governments are extremely well briefed.  Their leading officials make sure 

that they’re in contact with all the leading organisations in the country, 

particularly, business, and certainly the oil industry, which is so important.  
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They would have talked exhaustively about this.  So, it’s not as though they 

don’t know, and it’s not as though the leaders are not briefed – of course 

they are’ (Meacher 2007) 

We have seen an increasing use of alarmist language in national security and energy 

security policy documents.  Their titles convey both a reassuring and a disquieting 

message:  Energy Security: A national challenge in a changing world; A Strong 

Britain in an Age of Uncertainty; Rebuilding Security: Conservative Energy Policy for 

an Uncertain World.  Peak oil is not simply ignored like the proverbial ‘elephant in 

the room’ (Mulligan 2010), it is alluded to in coded language, as one might handle a 

difficult subject like cancer, or death.   

3.4 ENERGY IMPERIALISM AND AN EMERGING POST-LIBERAL ORDER 

With the exception of the Conservative Green Paper, why is discussion of peak oil 

within UK national policy discourse so muted and oblique, compared to the candour 

found in other policy contexts?  It is inconceivable that the UK government is not 

fully aware of peak oil, and developing some kind of response to it.  Various factors 

may explain the UK government’s reserve on the subject of peak oil27.  Excluding 

lack of knowledge, more plausible explanations may include: the reluctance of 

elected politicians to present bad news and unpopular policies to the electorate; 

fear of panicking financial markets; and, an endemic culture of secrecy.  Perhaps the 

most fundamental reason for secrecy is that a clear strategy for addressing peak oil 

is already in place, and one whose legitimacy would be challenged if exposed to 

public scrutiny.  As we saw within the military literature, there were those 

advocating domestic energy transition away from fossil fuels, and those advocating 

energy imperialism (or predicting its inevitability).  Arguably, the UK, as an ally in 

                                                      

27
 For a range of possible explanations, see article by Mulligan (2010), ‘Heads in the Sand? Or, Why 

Don’t Governments Talk About Peak Oil?’, The Oil Drum, 5 January, plus additional contributions 

from readers - http://www.theoildrum.com/node/6100. 

http://www.theoildrum.com/node/6100
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the so-called ‘war on terror’, has already embarked on the latter energy security 

policy. 

In 1998, members of a neo-conservative think tank, the Project for a New American 

Century (PNAC), wrote to President Clinton urging military action to remove 

Saddam Hussein: 

‘It hardly needs to be added that if Saddam does acquire the capability to 

deliver weapons of mass destruction, as he is almost certain to do if we 

continue along the present course, the safety of American troops in the 

region, of our friends and allies like Israel and the moderate Arab states, and 

a significant portion of the world’s supply of oil will all be put at hazard 

[emphasis added]’ (PNAC 1998).  

Several members of PNAC subsequently joined the Bush administration in key 

positions, some of whom had links with the oil industry.  For example, both Vice-

President Dick Cheney and US Ambassador to Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad, were 

PNAC members associated with the oil industry.  Cheney had been chairman and 

CEO of Halliburton, a multinational company servicing the oil industry.  Halliburton 

was awarded a $7 billion contract in post-invasion Iraq, for which there was no 

tendering process (Corbin 2008).  Khalilzad previously worked for the US oil 

company, Unocal, on the proposed Trans-Afghanistan gas pipeline project.  

Following a Freedom of Information lawsuit in 2003, the secretive ‘Energy Task 

Force’, chaired by Vice-President Cheney, released a limited number of documents, 

including a map of Iraqi oilfields, pipelines, refineries and terminals; and a paper 

entitled ‘Foreign Suitors for Iraqi Oilfield Contracts’. These documents were dated 

March 2001.  Despite official denials, there was evidence of substantial, on-going 

participation of US oil industry executives in meetings of the task force (Milbank and 

Blum 2005; Abramowitz and Mufson 2007). 
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Regime change in Iraq remained a primary foreign policy objective for PNAC, and 

nine days after the 9/11 attacks, PNAC members wrote to President Bush, again 

urging action against Saddam Hussein: 

‘It may be that the Iraqi government provided assistance in some form to 

the recent attack on the United States. But even if evidence does not link 

Iraq directly to the attack, any strategy aiming at the eradication of 

terrorism and its sponsors must include a determined effort to remove 

Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq’ (PNAC 2001). 

Prior to the events of 9/11, and the subsequent invasion of Afghanistan, the US had 

made numerous unsuccessful attempts to persuade the Taliban to allow US oil 

company, Unocal, and Saudi oil company, Delta, to build a gas and oil pipeline from 

Turkmenistan down through Afghanistan and Pakistan to the Arabian Sea (Monbiot 

2001).  9/11 provided the pretext for invasion of both Afghanistan and Iraq.  With 

regard to the 2003 Iraq war, Alan Greenspan former chairman of the US Federal 

Reserve, commented in his memoir, 

‘What do governments whose economies and citizens have become heavily 

dependent on imports of oil do when the flow becomes unreliable? The 

intense attention of the developed world to Middle Eastern political affairs 

has always been critically tied to oil security … I am saddened that it is 

politically inconvenient to acknowledge what everyone knows: the Iraq war 

is largely about oil [emphasis added]’ (Greenspan 2007: 463). 

According to General Wesley Clark, former Supreme Allied Commander of NATO, 

there were further plans to invade Libya, Syria, Lebanon, Sudan, Somalia, and Iran 

(Global Research 2007)28. All these countries, as with Iraq and Afghanistan, have 

                                                      

28
 General Clark has repeated these claims in various public interviews, including one with 

Democracy Now. Video available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSL3JqorkdU. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSL3JqorkdU
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either oil and gas reserves, or strategic importance, as transit countries for 

pipelines.   

The current involvement of the US and its allies in the Syrian conflict can be 

understood in terms of energy geopolitics.  In October 2011, ExxonMobil secured oil 

exploration rights in northern Iraq from the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG).  In 

July 2012, Chevron agreed a similar deal with the KRG, and a Turkish construction 

firm negotiated a contract to transport natural gas from Kurdistan to Turkey.  Syria 

is the obvious transit country for oil and gas pipelines to Turkey and the 

Mediterranean (Alic 2012).  Similarly, the presence of large, under-developed 

reserves of oil, uranium, and other strategic mineral resources in Mali, offers a 

more plausible explanation for the interventions by Western powers in that 

country’s longstanding civil war, than the ‘war on terror’ rhetoric.  Ukraine too, 

represents an important ‘energy corridor’ for oil and gas from the Caspian Sea 

region (Ahmed 2014b), and is the latest pawn in a ‘New Great Game’ (Klare 2008, 

2012b) between the major powers to gain control over remaining reserves and 

pipeline routes. 

The ‘war on terror’ has also provided a pretext for hastily introducing domestic anti-

terrorism legislation in both the US and UK, with resulting loss of civil liberties, 

increased surveillance (confirmed by ‘whistleblowers’, Chelsea Manning and 

Edward Snowden), and appropriation of increasingly repressive powers by the state 

(Ahmed 2013; American Civil Liberties Union 2011; Chossudovsky 2005; Hedges 

2011; Priest and Arkin 2011; Wolin 2008). This has raised concerns, particularly in 

the US, regarding the emergence of a ‘national security state’ (Chossudovsky 2005; 

Priest and Arkin 2011).  A report from the American Civil Liberties Union, in 2011, 

notes that, 
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‘Torture and extraordinary rendition are no longer officially condoned. But 

most other policies—indefinite detention, targeted killing, trial by military 

commissions, warrantless surveillance, and racial profiling—remain core 

elements of our national security strategy today’ (American Civil Liberties 

Union 2011: 4).  

Concerns expressed in military and national security documents, regarding the risks 

of social unrest arising from energy scarcity, may be a significant driver of this 

legislation.  For example, the BERR/DECC report, discussed above, anticipated high 

unemployment, ‘downward pressure on GDP’; and social unrest (DECC 2009: 16).  A 

UK Ministry of Defence (2013) report warned of ‘increased incidents of internal 

unrest’ and that, 

‘the western way of life with cheap access to a wide variety of consumer 

choice and cheap energy will be increasingly challenged as lifestyles follow 

GDP levels’ (Ministry of Defence 2013: 16). 

Ahmed (2013, 2014a) has documented the increasing preoccupation of the 

Pentagon and US intelligence community with the threat of large-scale civil disorder 

arising from resource scarcities, climate change, economic disruption, and other 

global and societal challenges.  The development of mass surveillance is in large 

part, he argues, a response to these concerns. 

An emerging post-liberal order? 

The 1970’s politics of scarcity debate, which arose in the context of the limits to 

growth debate and the first oil price shock, anticipated the rise of ‘green 

authoritarianism’ (Hardin 1974; Heilbroner 1974; Ophuls 1977).  If we accept the 

radical critique of post-9/11 politics, the indications are that Western nations, led 

by the US, are heading towards a post-liberal order that is increasingly 

authoritarian, but far from green.  It resembles the elite retrenchment scenario 
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developed in Chapter 2, that combines elements of Holmgren’s Brown Tech 

scenario (Holmgren 2009)29, Shell’s Scramble (Shell 2008, 2011), and Heinberg’s Last 

Man Standing (Heinberg 2007).  The key features or ‘early warning signs’ of this 

emerging scenario are: 

 Unsustainable ‘brown tech’ solutions to energy scarcity that exacerbate climate 

chaos, and environmental damage, eg. shale gas and oil fracking, tar sands, 

nuclear energy. 

 A foreign policy of ‘predatory militarism’ (Friedrichs 2010a, 2012), masked as 

the ‘war on terror’, and representing an indirect, disingenuous securitisation of 

energy and resource scarcity. 

 Increasing risk of military conflict with Russia and China over remaining strategic 

resources. 

 The growth of a ‘national security state’, characterised by mass surveillance, loss 

of civil liberties, militarisation of law enforcement, and suppression of political 

dissent; and justified in terms of the threat of international terrorism 

(Chossudovsky 2005; Priest and Arkin 2011). 

 ‘Managed democracy’ (Wolin 2008), or ‘post-democracy’ (Crouch 2014, 2004), 

where the shell of democratic institutions remains, but policy is largely 

determined by a nexus of political, military, and security elites, and 

transnational capital. 

As discussed above in Section 3.2, there was evidence, under the Bush 

administration, of dissenting views within the US military regarding energy security 

                                                      

29
 Holmgren (2013) writing 5 years after publication of his Future Scenarios, states, ‘I have come to 

the conclusion that the Brown Tech world (of Severe climate change but Slow decline in energy) is 

already emergent. 
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and foreign policy.  Some opposed the use of military aggression to secure energy 

supplies, and instead called for a ‘powerdown’ response, led by the armed forces, 

which emphasised energy conservation and distributed renewable energy 

generation.  A similar approach was advocated by the first NIC Global Trends report 

to President Obama in 2008.  By 2012, the NIC was hailing the ‘shale revolution’ and 

proclaiming that ‘energy independence’ was at hand.  This suggests that like the US 

military, a similar division may have existed within the US intelligence community 

between advocates of green tech ‘powerdown’ and brown tech realists.  If so, by 

2012, the latter had decisively won the argument.  A parallel process appears 

evident in the UK context, if one tracks the progress of energy security policy from 

the 2010 Conservative Green Paper which promised decentralised energy, 

expansion of renewables, electrification of transport, and household energy 

efficiency.  Since then, there has been a decisive shift away from renewables, and 

towards fossil energy.  According to research carried out by the World Development 

Movement, a third of all coalition ministers had links with fossil energy companies 

or with financial companies supporting the fossil energy industry (World 

Development Movement 2013).  These links included political donations, 

professional backgrounds in the industry, or serving on the boards of energy or 

related finance companies.  The research uncovered an even more extensive 

‘energy-finance-government nexus’ involving: appointment of energy and finance 

sector executives to government committees and regulatory bodies; finance sector 

representatives serving on the boards of energy companies, and vice-versa; and 

former ministers moving on to lucrative positions in the fossil energy industry or 

finance sector.  

It is against this background, of a political elite-corporate nexus, that the conceptual 

framework of security studies needs further reinterpretation. For most of the 20th 

century, especially during the Cold War era, the focus of security studies was on 

military security and was primarily state-centric.  This reflected the dominance of a 

neo-realist frame of reference.  From the late 1980’s, security studies underwent a 

process of ‘broadening and deepening’ (Buzan 1991, 1997; Krause and Williams 
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1996) and the emergence of ‘critical security studies’ (CSS). This entailed inclusion 

of non-military dimensions, such as political, economic, societal, and environmental 

security; the recognition of non-state referents of security, such as ordinary citizens 

(hence the use of the term, ‘human security’ which can extend beyond national 

borders to embrace humanity as a whole); and recognition of non-state ‘securitizing 

actors’ (Buzan et al 1998).  According to the Copenhagen School, the latter could, in 

principle, include any actor who identifies a ‘referent object’ of security that is 

under threat, and seeks to persuade an audience, such as the government and/or 

the general public, that this represents a security issue requiring extraordinary 

measures, beyond those available within normal political processes (Buzan et al 

1998).   

This framework, and the ‘broadening and deepening’ of security studies, can be 

further developed. Firstly, while extending the range of securitizing actors, the focus 

has tended nonetheless to be limited to intra-state actors, such as political parties, 

or civil society organisations.  The development of a globalised nexus of political and 

corporate elites allows the possibility of a ‘securitization’ move emanating from 

transnational actors, even if it is subsequently channelled through national state 

and mainstream media actors.  The role of US political and economic elites, with 

close ties to transnational oil companies, in presenting Saddam Hussein as a global 

security risk, is one possible example.  This extension of the ‘securitization’ concept 

to transnational actors can be easily accommodated within a neo-Marxist or 

historical materialist interpretation of international relations that views national 

governments as ‘caretakers’ working on behalf of globalised capitalism. 

Secondly, there is an assumption that securitization involves a relatively transparent 

and unproblematic ‘speech act’ that entails articulation of a perceived threat and 

persuasion of a relevant audience that it requires an appropriate response as a 

security issue.  However, the Iraq war, and so-called ‘war on terror’ generally, 

represent a covert and manipulative securitisation of the threat posed by peak oil to 

industrialised states, and to the global industrial growth/capitalist system as a 
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whole.  In Habermasian terms, this constitutes latent strategic action (Habermas 

1984), leading to systematic distorted communication (Habermas 1970), or mass 

self-deception, with regard to the real threat posed by energy scarcity.  Despite the 

clear evidence now available that the decision to invade Iraq was based on 

deliberately misleading intelligence information, the ‘war on terror’ discourse 

continues to be reproduced by the mainstream media and academia.  It is accepted 

unquestioningly by the general public, and provides cover for energy imperialism 

abroad and a rationale for increased social control and coercion domestically.   

This collective mass-deception is the counterpart to the ‘simulative politics’ 

described by Blühdorn (2007) in relation to the electorate’s collusion with 

politicians’ ‘performance of seriousness’ and lack of action on climate change.  

Whereas the simulative politics of climate change ‘articulates demands which are 

not supposed to be taken seriously and implemented’ (Blühdorn 2007: 267), the 

dissimulative politics of energy scarcity and the ‘war on terror’ articulates demands 

that are not supposed to be expressed openly and directly, namely to secure energy 

supplies, maintain economic growth and protect consumerist lifestyles.   

The politics of energy scarcity is dissimulative on several levels. The securitising 

actors appear to be national state, mainstream media, and academic actors but are, 

in reality, the conduit of an informal, transnational elite nexus.  The security threat 

is presented as both internal and external terrorism, and the security referents, the 

objects of this purported threat, are democratic civilisation and values, and the 

citizens of democratic societies.  The real threat, from an elite perspective, is that of 

internal instability and subversion; and therefore the actual threat to democracy 

and to the ‘human security’ of ordinary citizens is from the political and corporate 

elites.  Nonetheless, Blühdorn’s description of public collusion with the simulative 

politics of climate change equally applies to the dissimulative politics of energy 

scarcity.  He states that, 

‘…the notion of simulative politics thus questions the narrative of 

manipulation and domination.  It challenges the distinction between the 



 

Page | 124  

 

good (authentic) public and the bad (malicious) elites.  It shifts the emphasis 

away from the power differential between so-called producers and so-called 

recipients of symbolic politics; it suggests something like a tacit strategic 

community between the public and its political elites; it supplements the 

idea of immoral deception of certain sections of society by other sections by 

the idea of a practice of societal self-deception’ (Blühdorn 2007: 268). 

It might also suggest something analogous to an abusive relationship and the forms 

of deception and self-deception that can occur in this context, and which stem from 

the dysfunctional and often subconscious needs of the participants.  A third and 

final reflection arising from security studies also suggests the pathological and 

moribund nature of the elite retrenchment response to peak oil.  This scenario is 

best understood in terms of both energy security and regime security perspectives. 

Energy security impacts systemically on economic security, and therefore social and 

political security.  Hence the concern in official, national security literature 

regarding the potential for economic disruption and social disorder, and therefore 

the risks of political instability.  Energy security also underpins military and 

geopolitical security.  Peak oil therefore poses both internal and external threats to 

regime security.  ‘Regime security’ literature has been exclusively concerned with 

the behaviour of elites within weak and failing states in the global South.  The 

primary security concerns of these elites relate to internal threats which are 

frequently addressed with increased coercion at the expense of state building and 

social cohesion, and with deliberate fomenting of instability and ‘warlord politics’ 

(Ayoob 1995; Job 1992; Reno 1998).   

The implications of peak oil are that all states, including those in the industrialised 

North, face the prospect of becoming weak or failing states, as evidenced by the 

historical experience of Japan, North Korea, and Cuba (Friedrichs 2010a, 2012).  The 

emerging response of the United States and its allies, and the industrial 

growth/capitalist system as a whole, can be viewed therefore as a scaling up of 

strategies normally associated with political elites in weak and failing states in the 
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global South.  The United States has been investing heavily in coercive capacity 

towards its own citizens, evidenced by: the militarisation of policing (Hall and Coyne 

2012); the creation of a homeland armed forces command, USNORTHCOM, in 2002; 

the construction of a network of civilian detention facilities (Swarns 2006); the rapid 

growth of a surveillance state since 9/11 (Priest and Arkin 2011); and the 

accumulation of what are effectively dictatorial powers by the executive, that 

bypass the constitution and due process30.   

US foreign policy also resembles the tactics of elites in weak and failing states.  The 

US has been engaged in covert destabilisation in Ukraine, the Middle East, and 

Central Asia (MacMillan 2015; Nazemroaya 2014) and has fostered a form of 

‘regional warlordism’ by providing military assistance to sympathetic authoritarian 

regimes in oil-rich countries like Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and 

Azerbaijan. 

To conclude this section, security studies has responded to its earlier state-centric 

focus and Cold War preoccupation with military threats, by broadening and 

deepening its frame of reference.  This process requires further elaboration in light 

of the growth of a transnational nexus of political and corporate elites, and the 

systemic risks associated with energy scarcity.  It is argued that what is emerging is 

a dissimulative politics where the ‘war on terror’ is deployed as a cover for energy 

imperialism, and coercive domestic policy.  Moreover, this entails public collusion 

with political leaders, comparable to the simulative politics of climate change 

                                                      

30
 The Patriot Act 2001 included provisions for indefinite detention, ‘enhanced surveillance’, 

warrantless search of property, etc. Many of these provisions were due to expire under ‘sunset 

clauses’, but have since been repeatedly re-authorised.  The 2012 National Defense Authorization 

Act effectively defined the United States homeland as a ‘battlefield’, and affirmed provisions for 

indefinite military detention, without due process. The 2012 National Defense Resources 

Preparedness Executive Order provides for sweeping executive powers over the economy and labour 

force, and can be invoked for the ‘purposes of national defense’ even in peace time. 
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identified by Blühdorn (2007).  The emerging elite retrenchment response, within 

industrialised states and the industrial growth/capitalist system as a whole, can be 

further understood as a scaling up of the behaviour of elites in weak and failing 

states, in particular, the preoccupation with internal subversion and expansion of 

coercive capacity, and resorting to covert destabilisation tactics and fostering of 

‘warlord politics’. 

3.5 CONCLUSION 

To recap the main points of this chapter, UK government policy discourse regarding 

peak oil is muted and oblique, in contrast to other contexts where discussion of this 

subject is more candid. There are a growing number of sub-national government 

policy initiatives addressing peak oil, and the most forthright and realistic 

assessments of peak oil risks are found in various military reports, especially from 

the German and US military.  It is inconceivable that the UK government is not well 

briefed on peak oil, and there is evidence that it is well-informed, and supporting 

the US strategy of energy imperialism.  Additionally, the UK is following the US, 

firstly, in driving forward development of non-conventional sources of fossil energy 

that exacerbates climate change, and secondly, in supporting a foreign policy of 

energy imperialism, under the cover of the ‘war on terror’, that risks conflict with 

Russia and China. The misleading securitisation of the ‘war on terror’ engenders 

systematic distorted communication about real foreign policy goals, and rationalises 

the growth of a ‘national security state’. The latter can be further understood from 

a regime security perspective that has been traditionally used to explain the 

response of elites in weak states to internal threats.  

An important caveat to the above, is that it describes emerging trends, or ‘signals 

and signposts’, indicating the potential evolution of a new order.  The scenario is 

not yet fully developed, and as Holmgren (2009) has speculated, there is also the 

possibility of ‘nested scenarios’, in which case, the elite retrenchment response 

might prevail at national and transnational levels, whereas more adaptive 

‘powerdown’ scenarios may emerge at local and community levels.  The possibility 
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of a more resilient, adaptive response from government, in particular, local 

government, is not precluded.  It therefore poses questions for the Transition 

movement regarding its engagement with government structures, and 

development of a transition political strategy. This issue is discussed at length in 

Chapter 7. 

The next chapter will examine how the emerging post-liberal order is manifesting 

within the global food system, through the theoretical perspective of food regime 

analysis.  The global ‘land grab’ (Borras and Franco 2010; Brown 2011; GRAIN 2008) 

to secure supplies of food, feed and fuel crops, and imposition of the GM-based 

‘New Green Revolution’, are both justified in terms of poverty-eradication and 

developmentalism, providing further examples of systematic distorted 

communication.  They also suggest the emerging new order is post-liberal both 

politically and economically.  
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Chapter 4: GM and the global land grab - A post-neoliberal food 
regime? 

‘If left to their own devices, the natives would rely on nothing but the instant gratification of 

the plantain. You never saw a place so abounding in bananas … The best fate for Africa 

would be if the old colonial powers, or their citizens, scrambled once again in her direction; 

on the understanding that this time they will not be asked to feel guilty.’ 

Boris Johnson, Spectator, Feb. 2002. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 3 identified trends pointing towards the evolution of a post-democratic 

political order within the US and UK that may presage similar developments in other 

industrialised states, and within the industrial growth system as a whole.  This new 

order displays many of the features of the ‘Elite Retrenchment’ scenario described 

in Chapter 2, including: both national and transnational dimensions; increase in 

domestic surveillance and coercive capacity; abandonment of climate change 

mitigation in favour of brown tech fossil energy exploitation; and covert 

securitisation of energy scarcity, misrepresented as the ‘war on terror’, and 

justifying a strategy of energy imperialism that risks global conflict between the 

major powers. 

This chapter examines to what extent these trends towards an ‘Elite Retrenchment’ 

scenario are manifesting within the global food system, and how this might impact 

on food security and the transition to a sustainable, post-carbon food system.  In 

addressing these questions, the chapter draws on a ‘food regime’ theoretical 

perspective.  A food regime is defined as ‘an historically specific geo-political-

economic organisation of international agricultural and food relations’ (McMichael 

2004: 3), or alternatively, a ‘rule-governed structure of production and consumption 

of food on a world scale’ (Friedmann 1993: 30).   

It will be argued that technology and production innovation within the current 

‘corporate food regime’, specifically genetic modification technology (GM) and the 

‘New Green Revolution’, do not constitute a radical change of the industrialised 

agriculture paradigm, but rather an intensification of that paradigm.  However, 
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reconfigurations of the global political economy of food are profound and reflect a 

wider sea-change in Western liberal-democracies.  This is being brought about by 

emerging energy scarcity, combined with other resource and environmental crises.  

The trappings and ideology of neoliberalism and humanitarianism remain, but the 

substance is becoming more imperialist and neo-mercantilist.  Overall, these 

developments within the global food system confirm the conclusions drawn in 

Chapter 3 regarding the emergence of an ‘Elite Retrenchment’ scenario at both 

national and transnational levels. This clearly has implications for an ethical and 

sustainable transition to post-carbon food security, and for the Transition 

movement’s broader political strategy.  These issues will be discussed at length in 

Chapter 7.  

Section 2 contrasts the ‘food wars thesis’ (Lang and Heasman 2004), with the 

‘critical political economy’ perspective adopted by authors such as Weis (2007, 

2010), Patel (2008), Bello (2009), and also by food regime theorists (Friedmann 

1993, 1987; Friedmann and McMichael 1989; McMichael 2012a, 2005, 2004).  The 

section provides a brief overview of historical food regimes identified by Friedmann 

and McMichael, and concludes that significant changes are occurring within the 

current ‘corporate food regime’.  Section 3 explores these changes, specifically 

regarding the promotion of a ‘New Green Revolution’, and the proliferation of 

foreign land acquisitions and bilateral food supply arrangements.  It is argued that 

these developments signal a qualitative change occurring in the global food regime, 

consistent with political changes occurring in Western liberal democracies.  Insofar 

as land grabbing is conducted or supported by wealthy states, concerned about 

food and energy security, and seeking to bypass global markets, it represents a shift 

towards ‘security mercantilism’ (McMichael 2013) and the emergence of a post-

neoliberal, imperialist food regime.  Section 4 observes that given the dependence 

of industrialised agriculture on fossil energy, this new food regime will become 

increasingly unsustainable as we enter the post-plateau decline.  Moreover, the 

injustices of this new regime, in particular, the dispossession and impoverishment 
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of indigenous farming communities, brings further pressure for an explicitly political 

response from the Transition movement to be further discussed in Chapter 7.  

4.2 ‘FOOD WARS’ AND ‘FOOD REGIMES’ 

Lang and Heasman in Food Wars (2004) identify two competing paradigms, the ‘life 

sciences integrated’ paradigm and the ‘ecologically integrated’ paradigm, that seek 

to replace the dominant and failing ‘productionist’ paradigm.  The productionist 

paradigm refers to the industrialisation of the food system after World War II, 

characterised by large-scale industrial techniques, intensive use of chemicals, 

mechanisation, monocultures, and global free trade.  Its overriding aim was to raise 

production through increased yields and labour efficiency.  According to Lang and 

Heasman, the sustainability of the paradigm is now in question, due to concerns 

about public health and environmental pollution, and the emerging new paradigms 

both claim to address these concerns. 

The ‘life sciences integrated’ paradigm represents a shift from chemical-based 

agriculture to ‘new biological technologies’ (ibid: 22) including GM, and 

‘nutrigenomics’, an emerging dietary science based on the genetic profiles of 

individuals.  GM, it is claimed, will provide drought and pest-resistant crops to feed 

the world’s hungry, while nutrigenomics offers an individualised approach to 

‘deliver to consumers, whose genetic susceptibility to specific diets and diseases is 

known, products tailored to individual dietary needs’ (CEO of US biotech company, 

quoted in Lang and Heasman 2004: 22).  The ‘life sciences’ paradigm is perhaps 

exemplified in the so-called ‘New Green Revolution’ promoted by the Gates 

Foundation, Montsanto, and the UK agricultural science establishment, as will be 

discussed in Section 3 below. 

The ‘ecologically integrated’ paradigm, they equate with agroecology, as practised 

by peasant farmers in much of the global South.  It represents a small-scale, labour- 

and knowledge-intensive farming approach that works with local ecology.  The 

emphasis is on maximising yield per unit of land, rather than per unit of labour or 
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capital.  It typically adopts mixed cropping, integrated crop and livestock farming, 

and self-reliance through minimisation of external inputs.  Lang and Heasman refer 

to the use of bio-pesticides and bio-fertilizers. However, it is important to stress 

that, since the aim of fully integrated agroecological farming is to minimise external 

inputs, pest and soil fertility management is achieved primarily using on-farm and 

local eco-system resources, such as: livestock and green manures; cover crops to 

suppress weeds; companion planting; and local predator insects.31  There is a 

growing body of research and academic literature arguing that agroecology is a 

superior model to industrialised agriculture, in terms of efficient use of land, and 

promoting food security, human health and climate change resilience (De Schutter 

2010a; De Schutter and Vanloqueren 2011; Flora 2010; Vía Campesina 2010; IAASTD 

2009; Pretty 1999; Pretty and Hine 2001). 

Thus, the current ‘food wars’, according to Lang and Heasman, arise from the 

competing visions for the food system advanced by the ‘life sciences’ and 

‘ecologically integrated’ paradigms.  They see these emerging paradigms as both 

distinct from the ‘productionist’ paradigm, and as both having a social justice 

agenda.  They observe that, 

‘Within our paradigm analysis, it is important to note that neither emerging 

paradigm replicates the elitist bias of the Productionist paradigm which 

favours wealthy individuals in developed nations over their poor 

counterparts in other parts of the world.  A policy priority must be the 

capabilities of the working classes and the poor to feed their families’ (Lang 

and Heasman 2004: 37). 

This analysis is limited in that it tends to focus mainly on the technological and 

production approaches of different food paradigms, and ignores how they are 

situated and expressed at the level of the political economy of the global food 

                                                      

31
 For further detailed description of agro-ecology, see Altieri (1995).  
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system.  The ‘life sciences’ agenda is being driven by profit-motivated corporations 

with vast financial resources, such as Monsanto, that are using intellectual property 

protections to gain monopoly control over global seed supply and related chemical 

inputs.  It is also supported by governments in the global North that have a strategic 

national security interest in gaining access to food, feed and fuel supplies in the 

global South.   

An alternative analysis is offered by authors, writing from a ‘critical political 

economy’ perspective (Weis 2007: 8).  They identify similar protagonists within the 

‘food wars’, but do not share Lang’s relatively benign view of the ‘life sciences’ 

paradigm.  They use similar martial metaphors in describing the contested nature of 

the global food system, evidenced in the titles of their publications.  For example: 

Walden Bello’s The Food Wars (2009); Raj Patel, Stuffed & Starved: Markets, power 

and the hidden battle for the world food system (2007); and Tony Weis, The Global 

Food Economy: The battle for the future of farming (2007).  The protagonists 

described by these authors correspond closely to Lang and Heasman’s paradigms.  

The ‘productionist’ paradigm is variously labelled ‘industrial agriculture’ (Patel 2007; 

Weis 2007), ‘capitalist industrial agriculture’ (Bello 2009), or ‘industrial capitalist 

agriculture’ (Weis 2010), and which they view as increasingly dominated by 

agribusiness transnational corporations, in terms of controlling supply of 

agricultural inputs to farmers, and supply of food (both raw and processed) to 

consumers.  The ‘ecologically integrated’ paradigm is referred to as ‘agro-ecology’ 

(Patel 2007; Weis 2007), ‘agro-ecological science’ (Weis 2007), or ‘peasant 

agriculture’ (Bello 2009).  In contrast to Lang and Heasman, these authors do not 

recognise anything equating to a distinct ‘life sciences’ paradigm.  GM technology is 

seen as a product of, and dependent on, capitalist industrial agriculture, and reflects 

the monopolising tendencies of agro-TNCs.  This perspective is shared by, and 

draws upon, food regime theory associated with the work of Harriet Friedmann and 

Philip McMichael.  
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Food regime analysis offers a more nuanced historical understanding of the 

development of capitalist industrial agriculture and related changes in the global 

political economy underpinning it, and as Sage (2013) notes, 

‘It is an approach which is less concerned with food as object than with the 

multiple interconnections and relations to which food commodities give rise 

including social, cultural and ecological consequences’ (ibid: 6). 

Three distinct food regimes have been identified by Friedmann and McMichael.  

Firstly, ‘free trade imperialism’ from 1870 to the 1930’s, involving exchange of food 

and raw materials from settler states and colonies for manufactured goods from the 

industrialising colonial powers (Friedmann and McMichael 1989).  Secondly, the 

‘post-war’ regime, characterised by US and European government intervention in 

agriculture, including: price supports; subsidised exports; and import tariffs.  This 

led to over-production, and the US initiated the practice of sending surpluses, 

especially wheat, as ‘food aid’ to Cold War allies in the ‘Third World’.  Besides 

fostering geopolitical alliances, this also created dependent markets for US food 

producers. ‘Food aid’ had the perverse effect of undermining national food security 

by putting local farmers out of business.  This exacerbated the rural decline and 

rapid urbanisation associated with the ‘development model’ adopted by Third 

World elites, as they sought to emulate European and US-style industrialisation and 

consumerism (Friedmann 1993).   

The third and latest food regime, described by McMichael (2005) as the ‘corporate 

food regime’, emerged in the 1980s. It is associated with increasing dominance of 

multinational agribusiness and supermarkets over the global food system, and with 

free market ideology, and deregulation associated with Structural Adjustment 

Programmes from the World Bank, inspired by the neoliberalist experiment in Chile 

under the Pinochet regime, and administered by transnational agencies such as the 

International Monetary Fund and the World Bank.  For countries in the global 

South, it has entailed removal of tariffs protecting domestic food producers, and 

importing cheaper agricultural commodities from the North.  Northern farmers 
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producing these commodities are often supported by domestic subsidies allowed 

under World Trade Organisation rules that tend to favour US and EU agriculture. 

Other features of the corporate food regime in the global South include: adoption 

of industrialised (chemical and capital-intensive), export-oriented agriculture; 

dependence of farmers on inputs from transnational agribusiness, including 

propriety inputs such as genetically modified seeds and pesticides; and the 

displacement of small, peasant farmers producing for local markets and 

subsistence.  The World Trade Organization’s Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) is 

seen as the main instrument through which the corporate food regime has been 

institutionalised, under the guise of promoting global food security through free 

trade (McMichael 2005).  However, the future of the AoA has been in question 

since the failure of the so-called ‘Doha’ or ‘Development’ round of negotiations, in 

2008, following the refusal of the US and EU to address trade-distorting domestic 

subsidies and import barriers.  There are additional signs that the neoliberal 

globalisation of the food system is undergoing significant change, largely due to the 

environmental, resource and energy crises described above, and particularly since 

the oil and food price spikes of 2007/8.  Emerging trends suggest that these changes 

may indicate a more profound shift to a new food regime. 

These trends, especially since 2007/8, include the proliferation of land acquisitions 

and bilateral food supply arrangements that circumvent global markets, and the 

aggressive promotion of a ‘New Green Revolution’.  Food regime theory, and critical 

political economy analysis generally, have tended to under-emphasise the 

significance of GM technology.  Justifiably, they regard it as a logical extension of 

capitalist industrial agriculture, not a radical departure, and dismiss its claims to 

solve climate change stresses and world hunger as wildly exaggerated, or as mere 

‘problem-solving’ fixes within the failing industrial paradigm.  These criticisms are 

valid insofar as one considers GM purely as an industrial technology and production 

approach.  If one views it in the context of the evolving political economy of food, 

then its role appears more transformative.  GM is at the centre of the New Green 
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Revolution, and in combination with global land acquisitions, or so-called ‘land-

grabbing’, it is contributing to a radical food regime change.  

McMichael (2013) has described ‘land-grabbing’ as ‘security mercantilism’, as 

wealthier countries seek to ensure supplies of food, feed, and biofuels.  

Nonetheless, he describes the phenomenon as a ‘spatial restructuring’ within the 

existing food regime.  He concludes that, 

‘Such re-patterning of food/fuel circuits reframes the contours of the food 

regime – qualifying the WTO architecture of ‘liberalized’ commodity flows.  

Given the centrality of agro-exporting, direct annexation of supply zones 

deepens the corporate regime ... rather than necessarily transitioning to a 

successor regime [emphasis added]’ (McMichael 2013: 55). 

The next section will argue that the alliance of land-grabbing and the New Green 

Revolution represents more than just a restructuring or deepening of the corporate 

food regime, but constitutes a shift to a new regime, that is consistent with the 

emerging post-liberal political order. 

4.3 THE NEW GREEN REVOLUTION AND GLOBAL ‘LAND GRAB’ 

Large-scale land acquisitions by foreign investors have accelerated since the oil and 

food price spikes of 2007/8 (Borras et al 2012; Borras and Franco 2010; Brown 

2011; GRAIN 2008; McMichael 2012b; Anseeuw et al 2012a, 2012b; Zagema 2011), 

and this has coincided with promotion of a ‘New Green Revolution’ which it is 

claimed will feed a growing world population (Beddington 2011; Gates Foundation 

2008; World Bank 2008).  Both are presented as development opportunities that 

will modernise agriculture in the global South.  This section will firstly examine the 

claims of the ‘New Green Revolution’; and secondly, will investigate the 

phenomenon of ‘land-grabbing’, its drivers and the evidence to date of its impact; 

and will conclude that these two developments are closely related, mutually 

reinforcing, and that in combination they are effecting a post-neoliberal turn within 

the corporate food regime. 
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The ‘New Green Revolution’ 

A ‘New Green Revolution’ in agriculture for the global South was first proposed by 

Gordon Conway, an eminent agricultural scientist and past president of the 

Rockefeller Foundation.  Similar to the first Green Revolution from the 1960s, it 

entails application of laboratory-produced hybrid seeds, in conjunction with the use 

of chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and large-scale industrial farming methods.  

However, the New Green Revolution replaces hybridisation with genetic 

modification, a process that may involve the introduction of genetic material from 

other species, and which, it is claimed, can produce new varieties that are resistant 

to drought, pests, diseases, are less chemical-intensive, and can be nutritionally 

enhanced.  In these respects, the New Green Revolution allegedly represents an 

advance on the first Green Revolution, and addresses its deficiencies.  It is 

equivalent therefore to the ‘integrated life sciences’ paradigm identified by Lang 

and Heasman which they claimed avoided ‘the elitist bias of the Productionist 

paradigm which favours wealthy individuals in developed nations over their poor 

counterparts in other parts of the world’ (Lang and Heasman 2004: 37) 

In 2006, the Rockefeller and Gates Foundations established the Alliance for a Green 

Revolution in Africa (AGRA), a partnership with agribusinesses, to deliver a 

technology transfer programme that includes provision of a package of modified 

seed, agrichemicals and extension support to African farmers.  The programme also 

presupposes the transformation of traditional forms of more self-reliant agro-

ecological peasant farming, supplying local markets, to modernised, chemical-based 

production that is integrated into global export markets.  This destruction of 

peasant farming, and the communities sustained by it, is justified in humanitarian 

terms.  The New Green Revolution will, it is claimed, ‘dramatically increase the 

productivity of small farms, moving tens of millions of people out of extreme 

poverty and significantly reducing hunger’ (Gates Foundation 2006).  The familiar 

developmentalist narrative includes reference to a growing population, low yields, 

and lack of access to capital and inputs. 
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Bill Gates has stated that ‘AGRA is an African face and voice for our work and also 

informs our work as a key strategic partner’ (Gates Foundation 2008 cited in Mittel 

and Moore 2009: 2).  This characterisation is refuted by African NGOs and farmers’ 

organisations, who have pointed out that many of the senior staff of AGRA are 

former Monsanto employees, and maintain that the New Green Revolution is a 

‘Trojan horse’ for the introduction of GM, and the subsequent conversion of African 

farmers into consumers of agribusiness inputs (Mayet 2009; Daño 2007).  In this 

respect, it differs little from the first Green Revolution.  Dependence on agricultural 

inputs resulted in many farmers, under the first Green Revolution, becoming heavily 

indebted, abandoning farming, or committing suicide.  Industrial farming methods 

required economies of scale and therefore favoured more affluent farmers with 

access to more land, machinery and credit.  There is no reason to believe that the 

New Green Revolution will not replicate this pattern.  A leaked strategic document 

from the Gates Foundation makes the following observations: 

‘In order to transition agriculture from the current situation of low 

investment, low productivity and low returns to a market-oriented, highly-

productive system, it is essential that supply (productivity) and demand 

(market access) expand together … [this] involves market-oriented farmers 

operating profitable farms that generate enough income to sustain their rise 

out of poverty. Over time, this will require some degree of land mobility and 

a lower percentage of total employment involved in direct agricultural 

production [emphasis added]’ (Gates Foundation 2008). 

This reveals a market-oriented, ‘survival of the fittest’ dogmatism that is indifferent 

to the human cost of dispossessing people of their land, their homes and 

communities. It is hard to see how this represents a non-elitist food paradigm, 

favouring the poor in the global South. 

An alternative formulation of the New Green Revolution, advocated by leading UK 

agricultural scientists, appears to offer a less disruptive approach.  They propose 

combining traditional, agro-ecological farming with modern, industrial technology, 
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including GM (Beddington 2011; Godfray el al 2010; Royal Society 2009).  Does this 

constitute a genuinely new food paradigm, and a more humane way forward? The 

Royal Society (2009) report, Reaping the Benefits: Science and the sustainable 

intensification of global agriculture, states ‘there are potential synergies between 

genetic and agroecological approaches.’ (ibid: 2), and claims that: 

‘Past debates about the use of new technologies for agriculture have tended 

to adopt an either/or approach, emphasising the merits of particular 

agricultural systems or technological approaches and the downsides of 

others. This has been seen most obviously with respect to genetically 

modified (GM) crops, the use of pesticides and the arguments for and 

against organic modes of production. These debates have failed to 

acknowledge that there is no technological panacea for the global challenge 

of sustainable and secure global food production. There will always be 

trade-offs and local complexities. This report considers both new crop 

varieties and appropriate agroecological crop and soil management 

practices and adopts an inclusive approach [emphasis added]’ (Royal Society 

2009: ix) 

A paper by Godfray el al (2010), entitled Food Security: The Challenge of Feeding 9 

Billion, primarily offers a defence of GM technology, but nonetheless endorses a 

similar mixed approach.  They state that,   

‘Innovation involves both traditional and advanced crop and livestock 

breeding, as well as the continuing development of better chemical, 

agronomic, and agro-ecological control measures’ (ibid: 814). 

Neither of these proposals, however, really offers a radically new agricultural 

paradigm.  It is a ‘pick and mix’ approach where some elements of the agro-

ecological approach may be adopted for the purposes of resource efficiency and 

eco-efficiency, but not as part of an alternative paradigm.  Agro-ecological 

techniques are recruited, along with other methods, to help shore up and entrench 
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the existing paradigm.  The focus is exclusively on technology, and does not address 

wider social, economic, and political issues, such as land ownership. 

Food Futures: Rethinking UK Strategy, a report from the Royal Institute of 

International Affairs/Chatham House ‘think tank’ (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009) does 

claim to offer a new paradigm, and exhibits an extensive use of concepts derived 

from an ‘ecological limits’ discourse.  However, the ‘new paradigm’ prefigured in 

Food Futures may represent a proverbial ‘wolf in sheep’s clothing’. Food Futures is 

the final report in a series of research reports addressing the implications of the 

global food crisis for UK food security (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009; Evans 2008, 

2009).  The opening paragraph of the final report (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009) 

echoes themes reminiscent of the limits to growth perspective, and creates a sense 

of urgency: 

‘Over the next few decades, the global food system will come under 

renewed pressure from the combined effects of seven fundamental factors: 

population growth, the nutrition transition, energy, land, water, labour and 

climate change. The combined effects will create constraints on food supply 

and if action is not taken, there is a real potential for demand growth to 

outstrip increases in global food production. Effects on developing countries 

would be devastating. Developed countries will be affected too. 

Expectations of abundant and ever cheaper food could come under strain. 

The UK can no longer afford to take its food supply for granted’ (Ambler-

Edwards et al 2009: 5). 

As part of the research for the report, Chatham House used scenario planning 

methodology with a range of food sector stakeholders.  One of the four scenarios, 

‘Into a New Era’, is summarised as follows: 

‘Oil supply tightens as peak oil arrives. Climate change is stark and weather-

related crop losses mount. International carbon pricing is agreed and 

environmental regulations get tougher, restricting energy use and synthetic 

inputs. Under these conditions, fundamental long-term supply constraints 
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become apparent. The problems of the existing agricultural paradigm are 

accepted and production gradually shifts to an eco-technological approach 

[emphasis added]’ (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009: 19) 

This scenario is most closely aligned with the analysis and proposals of the report.  

At first sight it reads like a ‘preferred future’ envisioned by an author with an 

ecological limits perspective.  The detailed description of the ‘eco-technological 

approach’ quoted below contains many of the key elements of agro-ecology and 

offers an optimistic resolution of the global food crisis: 

‘a new eco-technological production approach emerges that includes: crop 

rotation, cover cropping, agro-forestry, ‘green’ fertilizers derived from 

agricultural and food waste, new varieties (that have resilient, pest-resistant, 

nitrogen-fixing qualities) [emphasis added], more efficient use of inputs 

through advanced information technology, and reduced water use. The new 

approach has a smaller environmental footprint, fewer synthetic inputs, 

better health outcomes, and higher yields. It starts in pockets, co-existing 

with the old approach, and gradually takes hold as more farmers adopt the 

new methods. The old approach gives way and the international food 

industry and trading rules gradually restructure around the new production 

paradigm, lifting the environmental and production constraints of the old 

system. Per capita food production rises as the new approach spreads and 

food prices finally begin to fall (Ambler-Edwards et al 2009: 47). 

The term ‘new varieties’, however, does appear to be a less than candid reference 

to GM technology, and the familiar claims to be able to create crops with the 

qualities mentioned.  There is no further elaboration of the ‘eco-technological 

approach’ in the report, or any references to further sources.  The author’s own 

literature search uncovered only one writer who uses the term in relation to 

agriculture - M.S Swaminathan, an agricultural scientist who played a leading role in 

promoting the first green revolution in India.  In an article entitled, Can science and 

technology feed the world in 2025?, he states that the eco-technological revolution 
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‘involves an appropriate balance between frontier sciences and the ecological 

prudence of farming communities’ (Swaminathan 2007: 5).  ‘Ecological prudence’ 

refers to traditional organic and agro-ecological approaches, and ‘frontier sciences’ 

include GM technology, ICT, and renewable energy. 

However, it is very doubtful that GM and industrial farming methods can be 

combined with regenerative approaches.  Some specific organic practices can be 

incorporated into industrial-scale farming, for instance, the use of biological 

pesticides and fertilizers.  However, agroecology represents an holistic and self-

reliant system.  It works with natural processes, is labour- and local knowledge-

intensive, favours small-scale family farming, and is strongly associated with the 

concept of ‘food sovereignty’.  By contrast, industrial farming is reliant on external 

inputs, is capital-intensive, adopts a recipe approach, strives to circumvent natural 

limits with the application of chemical and biological sciences, requires large 

economies of scale, and is enmeshed in highly dependent relationships with 

agribusiness suppliers and distributors.  In short, agroecology and industrial 

agriculture (including GM), represent incommensurable paradigms and food 

systems, both technologically and politically.  The hybrid version of the New Green 

Revolution that combines agroecology and the industrial paradigm is at worst an 

exercise in disingenuous ‘greenwash’. At best, it is a sincere attempt to bolt on 

sustainable practices to the unsustainable industrial model.   

The actual track record of GM production in Latin America, where companies like 

Monsanto and Cargill have been heavily involved, does not bode well for its 

development on the African continent.  Hundreds of thousands of peasant 

smallholders have been displaced by soybean plantations in what has become 

known as the ‘Republic of Soy’, a 50 million hectare area extending into Brazil, 

Argentina, Paraguay, and Bolivia (Holt-Giménez 2007).  Monocultural production of 

soy in Argentina is on a scale comparable to the Mid-West of the United States, 

along with large-scale deforestation, and loss of biodiversity.  Soil fertility is 

declining as the land is depleted of minerals for short term profit.  Soy production 

has also displaced a diversity of food crops and resulted in increased food insecurity 
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and malnutrition among local communities.  Large numbers of displaced peasant 

farmers and their families have been forced to migrate to urban shanty towns 

(Antoniou et al 2010).  In Paraguay, the army, the paramilitarised police force, and 

armed private security guards have all been involved in forced evictions and 

quelling resistance, such as land occupations. There has been indiscriminate, and 

deliberate, aerial spraying of glysophate (Monsanto’s ‘Roundup’ pesticide) over 

communities living near soy plantations, resulting in a high incidence of cancer and 

birth defects (Abramson 2009; Antoniou et al 2010). 

Even if the more brutal practices associated with GM production in Latin America 

are not replicated in Africa, the imposition of industrialised, export-oriented 

agriculture will benefit only a small minority of individual farmers, and will result in 

large-scale displacement and impoverishment of rural communities, reliant on 

traditional forms of agriculture.  Contrary to the developmentalist rhetoric with 

which the New Green Revolution is justified, it is primarily about facilitating market 

penetration by transnational agribusiness.  The ‘full-on’ version promoted by the 

Gates Foundation assumes the destruction of peasant farming, and the imposition 

of marketised, productivity-driven industrial farming that is oriented to meet the 

demands of affluent consumers in the global North and emerging economies.  It 

also requires the commodification of land to expedite foreign investment and land 

acquisition.  Often, this land has traditionally been used by indigenous communities 

as a common resource.  According to Bill Gates, ‘Many of those land deals are 

beneficial, and it would be too bad if some were held back because of Western 

groups’ ways of looking at things’ (quoted in Morvaridi 2012: 248). 

The New Green Revolution in itself does not represent a radical departure; it is just 

the latest manifestation of capitalist industrial agriculture.  However, in 

combination with the phenomenon of land-grabbing and bilateral deals it does 

contribute to a transformation of the global food regime.   
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The global ‘land grab’ 

Press coverage of ‘land-grabbing’ has tended to focus on China and the Gulf States, 

especially Saudi Arabia, and the investment of ‘sovereign funds’ in securing access 

to food supplies and other strategic resources.  For example, the Telegraph 

reported in September 2010 that, ‘sovereign wealth funds from the Mid-East, as 

well as state-entities from China, the Pacific Rim, and even India are trying to lock 

up chunks of the world's future food supply’ (Evans-Pritchard 2010), and according 

to a similar report in October 2012, 

‘Land investment in Africa has grown by a factor of two in some years as 

food prices rise and Gulf states join Asian tiger economies in trying to secure 

food and energy supplies through direct investment’ (McElroy 2012). 

A similar account was given by the Independent, 

‘In Africa they are calling it the land grab, or the new colonialism. Countries 

hungry to secure their food supplies – including Saudi Arabia, the Emirates, 

South Korea (the world's third biggest importer of corn) China, India, Libya 

and Egypt – are at the forefront of a frantic rush to gobble up farmland all 

around the world, but mainly cash-starved Africa’ (Pagano 2009). 

According to this media narrative, the main perpetrators of ‘land-grabbing’ are 

governments of emerging Asian economies, and the Gulf States, with China and 

Saudi Arabia having leading roles.  The descriptive language used, such as 

‘grabbing’, the ‘frantic rush to gobble up’ is highly emotive and derogatory, 

suggesting a greed-driven scramble.  The implication is they are not playing by the 

rules, in an intensifying geopolitical competition for food and other resources.  This 

is an extremely partial and misleading account, as evidenced by records gathered in 

the ‘Land Matrix’ database32.  Figure 12, based on Land Matrix records, shows the 
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 The Land Matrix (http://www.landmatrix.org/en/) is a database of information on large-scale land 

acquisitions maintained, in partnership, by the Centre for Development and Environment at the 

http://www.landmatrix.org/en/
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country origin of investors, as well as total land area and number of deals involved.  

The data confirms that China, Saudi Arabia, and India have had a leading role in land 

acquisitions, in terms of number of land deals.  However, it also shows that the US 

and UK are close behind, in fourth and fifth place.  Furthermore, the total land area 

of their confirmed deals, in both cases, exceeds that of India and Saudi Arabia. 

Figure 12: Origin of land investment 

 

NB: The left vertical axis displays the total area covered by land deals in which investors are 

involved. The right vertical axis displays the number of deals in which they are involved. 

Source: Anseeuw et al (2012b).  

Some literature has drawn attention to the preponderance of intra-regional land-

grabbing, a phenomenon confirmed by Land Matrix data (Anseeuw 2012b).  A more 

                                                                                                                                                      

University of Bern, Centre de Cooperation Internationale en Recherche Agronomique pour le 

Developpement, Gesellschaft fur internationale Zusammenarbeit, and the International Land 

Coalition (ILC).  Records are kept of transactions occurring since 2000, that involve 200 hectares or 

more, and entail transfer of rights to use, control or own land through sale, lease or concession.   
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nuanced view of the phenomenon in Latin America is described by Borras et al 

(2012) and by Hall (2012) on the African continent.  Borras et al highlight the role of 

Brazilian companies buying up farmland in Paraguay, but often in partnership with 

US investors due to restrictions on foreign ownership in Paraguay.  Hall documents 

land acquisitions by white South African farmers and agribusinesses across the 

African continent.  This ‘new Great Trek’ is supported by the South African 

government, working in partnership with commercial farmers’ associations, and is 

financed by Chinese investment.  Hall suggests a significant emerging role of 

regional powers like the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) in 

a restructured global food regime, and that companies based in these countries are 

“acting as arteries of global capital”.  This suggests the possibility that US and UK 

backed initiatives like Alliance for Global Food Security, and the Green Revolution 

for Africa, are motivated, in part, by geopolitical competition for regional 

allies/intermediaries and access to resources. 

A further misconception generated by press reporting, is that land-grabbing is 

carried out primarily by governments, or state-controlled companies wielding 

sovereign funds.  In reality, the range of actors engaged in land acquisition is much 

wider, and includes: multinational agribusinesses; investment banks; pension funds; 

billionaire philanthropists; as well as oil, auto and chemical companies (GRAIN 2008; 

McMichael 2013).  Investors are typically based in wealthy food-importing 

countries, and lease or buy up farmland in poorer food exporting countries.  

However, large-scale land acquisitions are also occurring in Europe (Franco and 

Borras 2013).  Much of the literature and research data addressing overseas land 

acquisition is published by organisations or academics who are actively opposed to 

it, and therefore terminology used is normatively loaded, reflecting their critical 

perspective.  Hence, the frequent references to the ‘global land grab’ (GRAIN 2008), 

or ‘global land rush’ (Anseeuw et al 2012a, 2012b), and to ‘offshore farming’ or 

‘outsourcing’ of agricultural production (GRAIN 2008; McMichael 2012b; Zoomers 

2010) with implications for negative impacts on domestic employment.  Jacques 

Diouf, Director-General of the Food and Agriculture Organisation, has described 
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land grabbing as ‘a neo-colonial pact for the provision of non-value-added raw 

materials in the producing countries and unacceptable work conditions for 

agricultural workers’ (Blas 2008). 

More sanguine treatment of land acquisition is found in the World Bank report, 

Rising Global Interest in Farmland - Can it yield sustainable and equitable benefits? 

(World Bank 2011). Instead of ‘land-grabbing’, the report discusses ‘large-scale 

agricultural investment’ and highlights its potential benefits.  These include job 

creation through on-farm employment and ‘outgrower’ contracts, increased 

incomes for small farmers, technology transfer, increased productivity, new export 

market opportunities, and the development of rural infrastructure and services.  

The report endorses earlier joint proposals from the World Bank, the Food and 

Agricultural Organization (FAO), the International Fund for Agricultural 

Development (IFAD), and the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 

for the adoption of a code of conduct for ‘responsible agricultural investment’.  The 

principles of this code would include: respect for land rights; strengthening food 

security, social sustainability, and environmental sustainability; transparency and 

good governance; and consultation with those affected.  Commenting on the 

proposed code of conduct, Olivier de Schutter, the UN Special Rapporteur on the 

Right to Food, who is a strong advocate of agro-ecology, said that ‘we act as if 

accelerating the destruction of the global peasantry could be accomplished 

responsibly’ (De Schutter 2010b).  The CEO of Cargill appears to believe that this is 

possible.  In an interview, he stated,  

‘The world has spent hundreds of billions of dollars in Africa and we have 

nothing to show for it in terms of small producers … We need their acres, but 

we need to do it thoughtfully’ (Bishop 2012). 

The World Bank has also been at the forefront of promoting a humanitarian or 

‘developmentalist’ rationale for land acquisition.  This justification is presented in 

the preface to Rising Global Interest in Farmland: 
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‘Interest in farmland is rising. And, given commodity price volatility, 

growing human and environmental pressures, and worries about 

food security, this interest will increase, especially in the developing 

world.  

Many countries have suitable land available that is either not 

cultivated or produces well below its potential. This was a 

development challenge even before the food price rise of 2008. 

Seventy-five percent of the world’s poor are rural, and most are 

engaged in farming. The need for more and better investment in 

agriculture to reduce poverty, increase economic growth, and 

promote environmental sustainability was already clear when there 

were “only” 830 million hungry people before the food price rise. 

The case is even clearer today when, for the first time in human 

history, over a billion people go to bed hungry each night’ (World 

Bank 2011: xiii). 

The progression in this argument from ‘interest in farmland is rising’ to the 

‘development challenge’ moves not by logical sequence but by the spurious 

juxtaposition of concepts.  The origins and drivers of the ‘rising interest’ are not 

investigated.  We are only informed that interest will increase with ‘commodity 

price volatility, growing human and environmental pressures, and worries about 

food security’.  Who is worrying about food security?  Food producing countries or 

food importing countries? The global South or North? This is not specified, but 

instead, food security worries are deftly juxtaposed with a reference to the 

‘developing world’.  What is meant by the claim that interest in farmland will 

increase, ‘especially in the developing world’?  Does this refer to concerns of people 

within the ‘developing world’ about price volatility, population and environmental 

pressures, and food security, or to the perception of foreign investors of land 

availability in the global South?  The non sequitor juxtapositions and ambiguity in 

the first paragraph spuriously frame the discussion of land acquisition within a 

‘development’ discourse. What follows is a concise articulation of the 
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‘developmentalist’ argument in favour of land acquisition.  Its central claims are 

that much of the land subject to foreign investment is generally not cultivated or 

under-producing, and that investment will address poverty, environmental 

sustainability, and help feed the hungry.   

The presentation of land-grabbing as ‘investment’ within a development discourse 

has also been taken up by the G8 New Alliance for Food and Nutrition Security.  On 

launching the $3 billion initiative, President Obama, claimed that investments in 

African agriculture by private US companies would address ‘unacceptable 

starvation’, and added that ‘It’s a moral imperative, it's an economic imperative and 

it's a security imperative’ (BBC News 2012).  Again, one might ask, whose economic 

and security imperatives is he referring to?  Land Matrix data would indicate that it 

is not the economic and security imperatives of farmers and rural communities in 

the global South that are served by land investment, nor is it addressing poverty, 

hunger, or environmental sustainability.  

The Matrix holds reports of 1217 acquisitions, with a total land area of 83.2 million 

hectares in the global South, an area equivalent to the size of northwest Europe.  

Records show that most acquisitions occurred after 2005 and peaked in 2009, 

possibly due to the global recession (Anseeuw et al 2012b). 45% of recorded deals 

involve land that is already under cultivation by smallholder farmers, and therefore 

results in competition for land, grazing pasture, and water resources with local 

communities (Anseeuw et al 2012b). Despite the rhetoric about integrating 

smallholder farmers into global markets, they are generally displaced in favour of 

large-scale industrial farming (Anseeuw et al 2012a).  A minority of those displaced 

may be employed as agricultural labourers or sub-contracted ‘outgrowers’. The 

countries targeted by investors, mostly within Africa, tend to have weak land 

governance and security of land tenure.  Land is held by the state, and farming 

communities have only customary tenure.  Anseeuw et al (2012a) observe that 

‘with regard to democratic governance, intensified commercial interest in land is 

having a corrupting influence, undermining due process and driving regulatory and 

policy bias’ (ibid: 6).  In some cases, large-scale displacement has occurred, 
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involving the forced eviction of tens of thousands of people from their land and 

homes (Zagema 2011).  This displacement of rural communities increases migration 

to cities, the growth of urban shanty towns, and the potential for political instability 

(Araghi 2009; Henriques 2011).  Araghi also links the process of ‘de-peasantisation’ 

with the creation and exploitation of cheap migratory surplus labour, thus following 

almost the same pattern of land enclosures in Great Britain and Europe, during the 

17th to 19th centuries, involving forced displacement of people from agriculture, 

and migration into the cities as cheap sources of industrial labour. 

Land Matrix data shows that in relation to addressing food security, 66% of 

countries targeted have high levels of hunger, however, the primary purpose of 

foreign investment is export production, and in 43% of land deals, this entails 

export to the country of origin of the investors.  Only 26% of the total land area of 

foreign acquisitions is intended solely for food crops.  17% is for non-food crops, 

such as livestock feed, fibres, or biofuels; and 26% is for ‘flexi crops’, like soy, that 

investors can opt to sell on either food, feed or biofuel markets.  Levels of food 

production on the remaining 31% of land are difficult to assess, since the stated 

purpose, ‘multiple use’, is ambiguous (Anseeuw et al 2012b).  Research carried out 

by Oxfam in Africa has shown that the preponderance of land deals is for non-food 

exports, and in the case of Mozambique, where over a third of the population is 

food insecure, ‘a mere 32,000 hectares out of the 433,000 approved for agriculture 

investment between 2007 and 2009 were for food crops’ (Zagema 2011).  With 

regard to environmental protection, a third of the land area covered by recorded 

acquisitions entails forested areas, resulting in loss of biodiversity, release of 

carbon, and destruction of carbon sinks (Anseeuw et al 2012b).  Grasslands, 

marshlands, and mangroves are also affected, with further loss of biodiversity and 

ecosystem services, and there is evidence that land acquisitions involving large-

scale irrigation are having a negative impact on water availability (Anseeuw et al 

2012a). 

Thus, the evidence to date does not support the claims of the World Bank and other 

apologists of land acquisitions and foreign investment, that they are beneficial in 
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terms of ‘development’, eradicating poverty and hunger, or protecting the 

environment.  The real drivers for the ‘rising interest in farmland’ relate to three 

mutually reinforcing processes:  

1. National security concerns of wealthy countries in relation to energy and 

food supplies;  

2. Speculative investment in land and ‘financialization’ (Arrighi 1994) of 

agricultural commodities; and,  

3. The nutrition transition to more meat and dairy based diets among 

affluent consumers.   

Firstly, fossil energy depletion and its impact on food prices is driving political 

concerns about national food security in governments across the world, including 

the global North.  These concerns relate to the risks of political instability internally, 

and the perception of growing competition for food internationally.  The ‘food riots’ 

in countries around the world during 2007/8 were a salutary warning, as was the 

unrest associated with the Arab Spring, which was sparked largely by rising food 

prices and food shortages. The perception of intensifying geopolitical competition 

for farmland, is reflected in press coverage, exemplified above, and in mainstream 

policy debate.  A report emanating from Chatham House (Royal Institute for 

International Affairs) warned that,  

‘Asian and Middle Eastern countries are already bypassing the world trade 

system altogether, pursuing bilateral deals (including the leasing of land) to 

secure essential supplies such as oil, minerals and agricultural products to 

support economic growth and food security…..there is some unease within 

the UK industry about these developments…..an argument may be made for 

the UK (and the EU) to take a more pragmatic approach in ensuring 

commercial access to non-EU-sourced supplies and products (potentially 

through the use of bilateral deals and more measures to encourage a more 

productive and competitive domestic agricultural base)’ (Stevens 2009: 30). 
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The second process driving the global land grab is speculative investment in land 

and the financialisation of agricultural commodities.  In response to the global 

financial crisis, a wide range of investors, including private equity and pension 

funds, as well as oil, auto, chemical and agribusiness transnationals, have been 

attracted by the rising value of land and agricultural commodities, in particular, 

food, feed and biofuels.  This has led to either direct acquisition of land, or 

speculative investment.  Wall Street investment banks created ‘commodity index 

funds’ based on recycling ever-increasing ‘long’ futures contracts for agricultural 

commodities.  This financialisation of agricultural commodities had a significant role 

in creating the 2007/8 food price spike (Kaufman 2010), in large part based on 

speculation in land and food commodities that resulted in food scarcity around the 

world, and was accompanied by a surge in global land acquisitions.  The third driver 

behind the global land grab is the nutrition transition among affluent consumers in 

emerging economies that emulates levels of meat and dairy consumption in the 

global North.  The nutrition transition plays a significant driving role in itself, but 

also exemplifies aspects of the second process of financialisation.  Transnational 

agribusinesses and financial institutions are buying shares in meat and dairy 

companies in the South, and directly investing in or purchasing farmland. Goldman 

Sachs, Deutsche Bank, and Barclays are at the forefront of these acquisitions (GRAIN 

2008).  

The growing demand for meat and dairy products is pushing livestock populations 

above the stocking capacities of existing rangeland and pasture, and is therefore 

accelerating the spread of large-scale, energy-intensive, factory farming, and the 

diversion of cereals, such as soya and maize, from human consumption to livestock 

consumption (Weis 2007).  The expansion of agricultural production for cattle feed 

has led to the displacement of indigenous farmers and communities, and 

deforestation in, for example, the Argentine Pampas and the Brazilian Amazon 

(GRAIN 2010, 2008).  It has been calculated that the quantity of grain produced at 

present globally could feed 9 billion to 11 billion people a basic vegetarian diet 

(Cohen 2010).  The challenge of feeding 9 billion by 2050 is frequently appealed to 
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in order to justify the introduction of GM and industrial-scale farming, land-

grabbing, and the destruction of peasant farming communities.  This challenge and 

the related challenge of climate change could be more effectively addressed if a 

meat-free, or meat-reduced diet, were to become the global norm.  

4.4 DISCUSSION 

To sum up the argument of this chapter so far, the developmentalist justification of 

land-grabbing is a very disingenuous rationalisation, or thin ideological cover, for 

national security and geopolitical concerns of governments in affluent, food-

importing countries, and for profit-seeking and speculative behaviour of 

transnational agribusinesses, financial institutions, and other corporate investors 

(the latter having intensified since the global financial crisis of 2007/8).  The New 

Green Revolution enables market penetration by agribusinesses, destruction of 

indigenous smallholder farming, and the imposition of large-scale, export-oriented, 

industrial farming. It requires compliant host country governments to commoditise 

land markets in order to facilitate foreign investment or ‘land grabbing’. For these 

reasons, the New Green Revolution has been described as ‘a “Trojan horse” paving 

the way for entry by transnational agrochemical, fertilizer and agricultural 

biotechnology companies to peddle their wares’ (Daño 2007: 1). 

In itself, the New Green Revolution does not represent a radical departure from the 

neoliberal food regime.  It is just a further technological development of the 

industrial paradigm.  However, insofar as it aids and abets the phenomenon of land-

grabbing and bilateral arrangements that bypass global markets, then it is 

contributing to the emergence of a new global food regime. McMichael, however, 

concludes that “direct annexation of supply zones deepens the corporate regime … 

rather than necessarily transitioning to a successor regime” (McMichael 2013: 55).  

Yet his description of land-grabbing as ‘security mercantilism’ succinctly captures 

the very features that indicate a profound, qualitative change.  Neoliberalism 

promoted by the WTO has prised open markets in the global South, and brought 

about the restructuring of land governance in favour of foreign corporate 
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investment and land-grabbing.  Paradoxically, the outcome, whereby states and 

investors now bypass global agricultural markets, is not neoliberalist.  It is no longer 

about market efficiency or the competitive advantage of international trade, but an 

extension of autarky by acquiring direct control of resources in foreign territories, 

better described as neo-mercantilism.  The reference to ‘security’ in McMichael’s 

description points to another qualitative change.  Previous food regimes, identified 

by McMichael and Friedmann, that is, ‘free trade imperialism’, the ‘post-war’ 

regime, and the corporate food regime, all contributed to industrialisation and 

economic growth in the global North, during a period of cheap, abundant fossil 

energy. ‘Security mercantilism’ is responding to a radically different context of 

emerging energy scarcity.  It is a defensive response seeking to protect living 

standards and levels of consumption of countries in the global North, and to 

maintain their positions of power.  Moreover, in this context of energy scarcity, and 

the financialisation of agriculture, the term ‘food regime’ does not adequately 

account for the increasing demand for biofuels, livestock feed, and ‘flexi’ crops, as 

well as food crops.  The present and passing food regime is perhaps more accurately 

called the neoliberal corporate food regime.  The emerging regime is better 

described, using McMichael’s terms, as a security mercantilist food and agriculture 

regime.  It also represents a new form of resource imperialism that reflects the 

post-liberal turn politically. 

4.5 CONCLUSION 

The emerging security mercantilist food and agriculture regime is a regressive 

transmutation of the extant neoliberal food regime, with features that are 

consonant with those of the post-democratic order identified in Chapter 3, and the 

elite retrenchment scenario described in Chapter 2.  The combined characteristics 

listed below highlight the manipulative, strategic communication that permeates 

this emerging scenario: 
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 An unsustainable ‘brown tech’ response to energy scarcity, including 

exploitation of environmentally damaging non-conventional oil and gas, 

described as ‘transition fuels’. 

 A strategic policy of energy imperialism, disguised as the ‘war on terror’, and 

risking military conflict with Russia and China over remaining reserves. 

 The growth of a ‘national security state’, also justified in terms of the threat of 

terrorism, but designed to counter domestic subversion and social disorder. 

 The semblance of democratic institutions and processes, but where substantive 

decision-making is controlled by a nexus of political, military, and security elites, 

and transnational capital. 

 Dispossession of indigenous rural populations in the global South, and 

widespread imposition of large-scale, export-oriented, GM-based industrial 

agriculture, justified in developmentalist terms, but profiting from affluent 

consumer demand, and the energy security concerns of governments in the 

global North. 

The emerging food regime represents a bid for total dominance of the global food 

system by corporate agribusiness, assisted by governments and billionaire 

philanthropists in the global North, and compliant political elites in the global South. 

The model does not bode well for human flourishing and the preservation of 

civilised values, and may ultimately prove to be nearer to the collapse end of the 

post-peak scenarios continuum. 

There is abundant evidence that the New Green Revolution and the global land grab 

often involve forced, and sometimes violent, displacement of peasant farmers and 

their communities, and their subsequent impoverishment.  The developmentalist 

and food security arguments used to justify both the New Green Revolution and 

land acquisitions are an exercise in Orwellian ‘doublespeak’. This is in keeping with 

the strategic communication characteristic of the emerging ‘Elite Retrenchment’ 
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scenario. Insofar as ordinary citizens and academics in the global North allow 

themselves to be taken in by this manipulation, it also represents systemic distorted 

communication.  If so, this poses a serious ethical challenge to those, in the 

Transition movement, seeking to maintain a positive, apolitical approach.  Mason 

and Whitehead (2012) critically examine the Transition movement’s position 

regarding global social justice issues from the perspective of relational ethics 

proposed by Massey (2007).  They note that,  

‘a relational ethics of place thus involves an assessment of whether the 

relations that enable a town or city to function are fair or exploitative, and 

sustainable or unsustainable for the other places that constitute these 

relations. The politics of relational space arise from such an ethical 

perspective to the extent that it challenges a town or city to reformulate and 

reconsider injustices that may be perpetrated within its socio-environmental 

footprints’ (ibid: 504). 

They conclude, from their own experience as ‘observant participants’ (ibid: 511) in a 

transition initiative, that, 

‘The preferred ethical response to a distant socio-economic relation is thus 

not one of reform (in perhaps the nature of trade relations, the distribution 

of environmental harm, or the exerting of political influence), but of 

disconnection’ (ibid: 505). 

Given that, in general, individuals within the Transition movement are strongly 

motivated by ethical and spiritual values, increasing awareness of the injustices and 

mendacity associated with the emerging elite retrenchment scenario, may provide a 

further pressure towards politicising the movement, and reconnecting it with global 

social justice issues.  This topic will be explored further in Chapter 7, and proposals 

made for extending international solidarity beyond the Transition movement itself. 

Finally, the emerging post-neoliberal food regime is profoundly unsustainable, 

insofar as it perpetuates all the features of industrial agriculture that make it 
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vulnerable to energy scarcity.  It relies on large economies of scale and globalised 

supply chains. It is highly mechanised, and heavily dependent on chemical inputs 

derived from fossil fuels.  Energy scarcity combined with climate change impacts, 

soil degradation, depletion of water sources, and loss of eco-system services will 

inevitably result in the collapse of industrialised agriculture.  This presents an 

opportunity for more ecologically attuned forms of agriculture to prevail, but also 

poses enormous risks to food supply during the transition to sustainable food 

production.  The impact of fossil fuel depletion on globalised, industrial agriculture 

is a central concern of authors and activists within the Transition movement. The 

next chapter considers their proposals for mitigating the impacts of peak oil and 

building a resilient food system.  Chapter 6 will then examine Cuba’s adaptation to 

energy scarcity during the 1990’s ‘Special Period’, which entailed collapse of large-

scale industrial agriculture. 
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PART II:  PEAK OIL, FOOD SECURITY AND THE POLITICS 

OF TRANSITION  

 

Chapter 5: The Transition movement, peak oil and food security 

‘One thing that makes it possible to be an optimist is if you have a contingency plan for 

when all hell breaks loose.’ 

      Randy Pausch, The Last Lecture 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The core problem this thesis is addressing, as described in the Introduction, is the 

dependency of industrial civilization, and the industrialised food system, specifically, 

on fossil energy, and therefore their vulnerability to the potential impacts of peak 

oil.  The central question the thesis aims to address is, given the potential risks of 

peak oil, what are the implications for the Transition movement with regard to its 

strategic approach generally, and its proposals for food security specifically?  

Chapters 2, 3 and 4, in Part I, explored wider contextual issues, including the 

potential range of plausible post-peak societal scenarios, and identified trends 

indicating the emergence of a specific elite retrenchment scenario.  Chapter 2 

concluded that a peak in conventional oil has already occurred, and a precarious 

global production plateau is being maintained by exploitation of non-conventional 

oil and gas. It was also argued that, in the absence of an alternative energy source 

that can match the energy density and versatility of oil, peak oil will inevitably result 

in forced energy descent.  The possibility of continued economic growth, especially 

‘green growth’ based on any combination of renewable energy and nuclear energy, 

is therefore excluded.  Renewables cannot generate sufficient and reliable energy 

to maintain current levels of economic growth, both renewables and nuclear are 

dependent throughout their production lifecycle on fossil energy, uranium (the 
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feedstock for nuclear power) is expected to peak within the next two decades 

(Westervelt and Fournier 2005), and no commercial nuclear fusion plants will be 

available before 2050 (Connor 2013).  Moreover, forced energy descent also 

precludes steady state and planned degrowth options.  A critical uncertainty is 

whether energy descent will be a gradual, manageable process, or a rapid, 

catastrophic collapse.  A further key uncertainty is how societies and political 

leaders will respond to peak oil. Will they adapt creatively to the constraints of 

energy scarcity, or seek to maintain lifestyles and consumption levels that are no 

longer sustainable?  Chapter 3 identified the emergence of an elite retrenchment 

scenario characterised by full-on exploitation of ‘brown tech’ energy sources, a 

foreign policy of energy imperialism, and a domestic policy of increased surveillance 

and social control.  The scenario also features the erosion of liberal democracy 

within Western nation-states, and the emergence of covert transnational 

governance arising from networking of national political elites with transnational 

corporate elites. Chapter 4 argued that this scenario is manifesting within the global 

food system through the growing phenomenon of land-grabbing, and the 

imposition of export-oriented production of GM food, feed, and biofuel crops.  

These developments represent a significant shift away from orthodox neoliberalism 

towards a form of ‘security mercantilism’ (McMichael 2013). 

In light of the findings and conclusions of Part I, Part II will now focus on the central 

question addressed by the thesis, regarding the Transition movement’s strategic 

approach generally, and its proposals for food security specifically.  This chapter will 

critically assess analyses and proposals from the Transition movement concerning 

peak oil and food security.  It will examine prognoses regarding the impacts of peak 

oil on the food system, and consider proposed strategies for addressing these 

impacts.  For the purposes of this chapter, the Transition movement includes 

authors who are strongly associated with it, or have influenced the development of 

Transition thinking and activism.  Some of these writers acknowledge the 

significance of other challenges to global food security (discussed in Chapter 1) that 

are not directly related to fossil fuel depletion, such as: climate change; population 
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growth; the nutrition transition; declining agricultural productivity; and constraints 

on land availability.  The consensus view, however, is that the energy crisis is one 

among several inter-linked environmental and resource crises facing industrial 

civilisation, but that peak oil will impact sooner, and its consequences will be 

severe, unprecedented, and relatively unprepared for.  As stated in the 

Introduction, the author shares this view, and for this reason, while recognising the 

importance of other global crises, especially climate change, the focus of this 

chapter is on the specific impacts of peak oil on food security, and measures to 

address these impacts. 

It will be argued that the most promising initiative, in terms of strategic potential 

and ‘deepening’ democracy, is the creation of Food Policy Councils in Bristol 

Swansea, Cardiff and Cork, and related Local Food Partnerships that are part of the 

Sustainable Food Cities Network.33  Food Policy Councils are modelled on similar 

organisations associated with the alternative food movement in North America 

where they are partly a response to concerns about global food security, as well as 

addressing related health, social justice, economic development, and environmental 

issues. They promote relocalised, sustainable food-systems, and integrate food 

policy with other policy issues.  Local Food Partnerships are more independent of 

municipal government, and place more emphasis on project development than 

policy advocacy.  

The least promising proposals are those calling for strong government intervention 

and planning to maximise national self-reliance, promote local food production, 

encourage re-ruralisation (Heinberg 2007), refocus the education sector on the food 

and farming transition (Heinberg and Bomberg 2009), and coordinate a ‘wartime 

mobilisation’ (Brown 2008b). These proposals conflict with increasing corporate 

influence both within national policy-making processes, and over university 

                                                      

33
 For further information: http://sustainablefoodcities.org/findacity/cityinformation/userid/42 and 

http://bristolfoodpolicycouncil.org/. 

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/findacity/cityinformation/userid/42
http://bristolfoodpolicycouncil.org/
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research and teaching programmes.  The proposals also do not take into account 

emerging trends towards an elite retrenchment scenario within the global political 

economy of food.  It is therefore argued that seeking support for national 

government intervention and transition planning, at this present time, may be 

unrealistic.  

The food security themes identified within the Transition movement literature can 

be placed within three broad groupings.  Firstly, there are themes involving 

description and critical analysis of the industrial agriculture and food system, with 

which the author is in broad agreement, including: vulnerabilities arising from 

dependence on depleting fossil fuels; increasing corporate control of the food 

system, and its environmental, human, and social costs.  These themes are 

addressed below in Section 2.  Themes descriptive of the impacts of peak oil on 

agriculture and the global food system are discussed in Section 3. Section 4 

examines proposed and emerging strategies for mitigating and adapting to the 

impacts of peak oil, and Section 5 provides an overall critical assessment of 

Transition movement proposals, identifying strengths, and weaknesses, particularly 

in light of the argument developed in Part I.  

5.2 INDUSTRIAL AGRICULTURE AND THE FOOD SYSTEM 

The key features of the current food and farming system highlighted by most 

Transition advocates are heavy dependence of modern agriculture on fossil fuels for 

energy, fuel, fertilizers, pesticides, and plastics. This dependence has been 

associated with a trend towards large-scale, highly mechanised farming methods, 

and a shift away from self-reliant, mixed farming to mono-cropping and intensive 

livestock production, dependent on external inputs of fuel, feed, agri-chemicals, 

and plastics (Heinberg and Bomford 2009; Lucas, Jones and Hines 2006; Murphy 

2008; Pfeiffer 2006).  Farmers are increasingly vulnerable to the rising costs of these 

fossil fuel-based external inputs. Not only is industrialised farming deeply 

dependent on fossil fuels, but so is the globalised food system with its long, 

complex supply chains, and reliance on ‘just-in-time’ delivery systems that are 
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vulnerable to supply disruptions (Simms 2008).  Fossil fuel dependence extends 

across the system, and includes: transportation; processing and refrigeration; 

packaging; marketing; and disposal of food waste (Heinberg and Bomford 2009; 

Lucas, Jones and Hines 2006; Murphy 2008; Pfeiffer 2006).  The vulnerability of the 

industrial food and agriculture system, arising from fossil fuel dependency, is 

confirmed by the Cuban experience of energy scarcity in the 1990s, as will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  This vulnerability is compounded by systemic energy 

inefficiency34 (Bomford 2010; Pfeiffer 2006), a decline in national food security 

strategies in favour of import dependence (Lucas, Jones and Hines 2006), and 

agricultural practices that result in declining soil fertility, loss of topsoil, and loss of 

crop biodiversity (Bomford 2010; Heinberg and Bomford 2009; ; Murphy 2008; 

Pfeiffer 2006).   

A further feature of the industrial food system, particularly identified by Lucas, 

Jones and Hines (2006) is growing corporate control over production and retail.  The 

supply of agricultural inputs, such as agri-chemicals and seeds, is controlled by 

increasingly few multinational agri-businesses. This concentration of control is 

mirrored in the retail sector which is dominated by a small number of multinational 

supermarket chains.  This, however, was not a feature of the Cuban Special Period, 

due to Cuba’s isolation from the neoliberalised, global economy, and, as will be 

argued in Chapter 6, may have been a significant factor in Cuba’s successful 

adaptation to energy scarcity. 

There is common agreement in the Transition literature about the environmental 

and social costs of the industrial food and farming system.  These include pollution 

and environmental damage from fertilizer run-off, depletion and salinisation of soil, 

deforestation, loss of biodiversity and natural habitat, as well as greenhouse gas 

                                                      

34
 Giampietro and Pimentel (1993) estimated that, from farm to plate, the US food system expended 

10 kilocalories of energy to produce one kilocalorie of food.  
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emissions from combustion of fossil fuels, livestock production35, release of nitrous 

oxide from chemical fertilizers, and CO2 release from the soil36 (Heinberg and 

Bomford 2009; Murphy 2008; Pfeiffer 2006; Weis 2013, 2007; Wright 2009).  The 

human health costs of the industrial food system are highlighted, specifically, 

obesity, malnutrition, and exposure to toxic chemicals (Murphy 2008; Weis 2013, 

2007; Wright 2009).  Social and economic costs are also highlighted, such as, 

increased rural poverty caused by the decline of small-scale family farming in favour 

of large-scale industrialised farming (Heinberg and Bomford 2009; Murphy 2008), 

and the displacement of small local shops, wholesalers, and processors by 

supermarket chains (Carey 2011). 

5.3 IMPACTS OF PEAK OIL ON THE FOOD AND FARMING SYSTEM 

While there is general consensus regarding description and critique of the industrial 

food system, some differences and minority views emerge in relation to the 

anticipated impacts of peak oil on the food system.  There is clear unanimity 

regarding the contribution of peak oil to rising food costs, linked to the rising cost of 

fossil energy-based fuel, feed, fertilizer, pesticides, and transportation.  Equally, 

there is agreement regarding the relationship of biofuels expansion to peak oil, and 

the additional impact of biofuels production on food prices.  Contradictory or 

minority views become apparent with reference to the health impacts of a 

relocalised diet, and potential risks of food shortages, wider social systemic failure, 

and population decline.  Regarding a relocalised diet, the Transition Towns network 

                                                      

35
 Steinfeld et al (2007) calculate that livestock production is responsible for 18% of total greenhouse 

emissions, if measured in CO2 equivalents. 

36
 GRAIN (2011) extrapolates from EU figures and estimates that the industrial food system is 

responsible for 44 to 57% of all global greenhouse emissions, including: 11-15% from agricultural 

production; 15-18% from land-use change and deforestation; 15-20% from processing, transport, 

packing and retail; and 2-4% from the decomposition of food waste. 
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has tended to be very upbeat about its health benefits.  Hopkins (2007) believes the 

transition from fossil fuels offers the potential for ‘an abundant low energy future’ 

with ‘access to nutritious food’ (ibid: 21).  The Transition towns’ Local Food guide 

(2009) opens with the following quote from Lady Balfour, the founder of the Soil 

Association:  

‘If fresh food is necessary to health in man and beast, then that food must 

be provided not only from our own soil but as near as possible to the 

sources of consumption’ (quoted in Pinkerton and Hopkins 2009: 20). 

This connection between a relocalised diet and positive health benefits is frequently 

made within the Transition movement.  Darrell (2010), challenges this accepted 

wisdom, arguing that the present globalised diet compensates for regional 

differences in soil mineral content.  If specific mineral imbalances are not 

addressed, a relocalised diet, following peak oil, will result in a decline in human 

health.  There is strong evidence from the Cuban ‘Special Period’, presented in the 

next chapter that supports Darrell’s position. 

With regard to risks of wider social systemic failure, arising from peak oil, Pfeiffer 

(2006) and Korowicz (2010) are alone in highlighting this possibility.  Korowicz, 

although not focussed specifically on food security, develops the theme of social 

systemic failure, and the risks of critical infrastructure collapse for the food system.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Korowicz presents a theoretical argument for peak oil-

induced systemic collapse, originating in financial and monetary systems, and 

leading to ‘cascading failure’ of other critical infrastructure systems, including food 

production and supply systems.  Pfeiffer illustrates how this systemic breakdown 

actually occurred in North Korea, following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990, 

and the subsequent loss of oil and gas imports.  The energy crisis led to the 

breakdown of critical infrastructure, including transport and freight, thus preventing 

the delivery of fertilizers to farms.  This example illustrates the vulnerability of the 

food system in the event of critical infrastructure collapse, and the need to assess 

wider systemic risks. The difference in outcomes for North Korea and Cuba, 
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following the collapse of the Soviet Union, to be examined in the next chapter, 

reveals a range of different factors that determined the resilience, adaptability or 

vulnerability of their food and farming systems during the post-Soviet period, and 

indicates the possibility of preparing for, and mitigating, the risk of systemic failure.   

Another theme that most authors are silent about is the correlation between 

population growth and industrial agriculture, and the sustainability of current 

population levels post-peak oil.  It has been estimated that only 50% of the world’s 

population could be sustained without synthetic nitrogen fertilizer (Smil 2000 cited 

in Sage 2009).  A minority of writers grasp this thorny issue.  Friedrichs (2010b) 

observes that colonialism, trade, as well as agricultural industrialisation have 

enabled population growth to overshoot local carrying capacity, but ultimately it 

must meet inescapable limits at the global level. Pfeiffer (2006), drawing on the 

work of Giampietro and Pimental (1993), estimates that to be sustainable, world 

population will have to reduce by over two-thirds, from 6.5 billion to 2 billion (ibid: 

42).  Heinberg and Bomford (2009) point towards a similar conclusion, observing 

that ‘the application of fossil fuels to the food system has supported a human 

population growing from fewer than two billion at the turn of the twentieth century 

to nearly seven billion today’ (ibid: 1). They discreetly propose that food policy be 

linked to population policy, but do not elaborate further.  Murphy (2008), however, 

presents the issue in more blunt, Malthusian terms: 

‘Die-off means death in large numbers from starvation when a species 

population grows beyond its food supply….fossil fuels consumption 

correlates with a massive increase in human population.  One obvious 

conclusion is that world population will have to decrease.  This can be 

accomplished by starvation and war.  Alternately, it can be accomplished by 

voluntary population control’ (ibid: 238). 

Population control has become a taboo subject, particularly for those with liberal, 

left-wing sympathies, because of its association with eugenics, authoritarianism, 

racism, neo-colonialism and ‘lifeboat ethics’ proposed in the 1970’s (Hardin 1974).  
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Moreover, population levels, in a given geographic area, are determined not just by 

birth and mortality rates, but also by net migration flow.  Immigration policy is an 

equally difficult subject, with restrictive policies associated with right-wing, 

nationalist, racist and sectarian views.  Cato (2013) touches briefly on this issue in 

her latest book, The Bioregional Economy, where she addresses the risk of 

‘balkanisation’: 

‘Essentialist versions of bioregionalist philosophy are particularly unhelpful 

here, as in Sale’s suggestion that “Outside or asystemic agents are normally 

detected and rejected, so that total population is stable, and that within the 

system population levels of the species are maintained in a dynamic 

equilibrium” (Sale 1991: 73).  He is writing here of ecosystem dynamics, but 

such comments could easily be misrepresented by proponents of exclusivist 

political philosophies, which is why maintaining a commitment to cultural 

diversity and social openness is of critical importance’ (Cato 2013: 35). 

Assuming that ‘essentialism’ here refers to a belief in essential characteristics of a 

specific nation or culture, then it is not clear whether Cato’s objection to Sale’s 

point is because it represents an essentialist version of bioregionalism, or because it 

can be misrepresented as such.  Either way, a non-essentialist, ecological argument 

could be made in favour of immigration control based on the ecosystem dynamics 

of population overshoot and limited carrying capacity.  An essentialist view of 

cultural characteristics is irrelevant to the mathematical calculations of such an 

argument, but, historically, such views have, in practice, influenced how 

populations have sought to restore their equilibrium with local carrying capacity, 

and may do again, unless we find a more humane approach to resolving this 

dilemma.  Like any other species, the growth or decline of human population is 

subject to ecological carrying capacity.  That carrying capacity has been artificially 

and temporarily extended with fossil fuel-based agriculture.  The loss of carrying 

capacity post-peak oil will have severe implications for sustainable population 

levels.  Along with forced economic ‘de-growth’, population ‘de-growth’ will also 
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need to be collectively and democratically managed, if the risks of mass starvation, 

social disorder, and ethnic conflict are to be avoided, not to mention the risks of 

authoritarian or covert population control.  The challenge of reconciling liberal, 

cosmopolitan values with an ecological perspective that stresses ineluctable natural 

limits will not be resolved by simply asserting a ‘commitment to cultural diversity 

and social openness’ (ibid: 35).  Moreover, given the population increase that 

industrial food production has made possible, even if a fairer redistribution of 

resources could be achieved politically, this may still not succeed in resolving the 

mathematics of overshoot and carrying capacity.  

To sum up this section, there is unanimity within the Transition movement 

regarding the cost impact of peak oil on food, but minority views exist regarding the 

health risks of a relocalised diet, the potential for systemic collapse of the food 

system, and the challenge of population ‘degrowth’.  These ‘difficult’ issues 

challenge sanguine assumptions of a gradual and manageable energy descent, and 

a relatively unproblematic transition to relocalised food systems.  This will be 

further discussed in Section 5.  The next section examines Transition movement 

proposals for addressing the risks and impacts of peak oil on the food system. 

5.4 TRANSITION STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS PEAK OIL IMPACTS ON THE FOOD 

SYSTEM 

Proposals to address the impacts of peak oil can be divided further according to the 

following sub-themes:  principles for transition planning; farming methods and farm 

restructuring; food system re-organisation; and role of national government. 

Farming methods and farm sector restructuring 

Turning to key farm and farm sector level proposals, the Transition literature covers 

specific farming methods and techniques, including organic and permaculture 

approaches, as well as recommendations for rescaling and re-organising farm 

enterprises.  These proposals include: replacing industrial, chemical-intensive 

farming with organic agriculture; downscaling from large, capital-intensive farms to 
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smaller labour-intensive farms; a return to mixed farming to recreate self-reliance in 

sourcing fuel, fertilizer, and feed; on-farm generation of renewable energy for farm 

and local community use; and diversification of farm income sources, e.g. arable, 

livestock, building materials, timber, renewable energy and fuel (Heinberg and 

Bomford 2009; Holmgren 2009a; Hopkins 2007; Murphy 2008; Pfeiffer 2006).  

There is explicit agreement in the Transition literature that industrial, chemical-

intensive farming should be replaced with organic agriculture.  However, Heinberg 

and Bomford (2009) are alone in observing that ‘simple compliance with the organic 

standards does not guarantee a sustainable farming system’ (ibid: 26).  Current 

organic certification can cover a multitude of unsustainable and unethical practices, 

including large-scale mono-cropping, excessive food miles, exploitation of cheap 

labour, and over-dependence on fossil fuel energy and other external inputs.  

Organic agriculture, by itself, does not offer a resilient alternative to industrial 

agriculture. Some writers propose permaculture as a more holistic and sustainable 

approach (Hopkins 2011; Holmgren 2009a).  Permaculture principles include: design 

for minimal energy use, and optimum yield; hardy/self-reliant crop varieties and 

livestock breeds adapted to local environments; perennial tree-based systems. Rob 

Hopkins, the founder of the Transition towns movement and an experienced 

permaculturalist, advocates having a permaculturalist within each Transition group 

(Hopkins 2011).  Holmgren (2009a) claims that, ‘Permaculture provides the hope 

and the tools to allow humanity to weather the storms and even thrive in a world of 

progressively less and less available energy’ (ibid: 5).  While permaculture does offer 

a more integrated approach than current organic practice, and has contributed 

much to small-scale, urban gardening, it may be less effective than agroecology at 

the farm-scale.  The limitations of organic practice, and the relative merits of 

permaculture and agro-ecology will be discussed further in the following chapter on 

the Cuban Special Period.  

With regard to soil fertility, Heinberg and Bomford (2009) are also alone in 

proposing the development of ‘biochar’ as a soil improver.  Current biochar 
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research aims to reproduce terra preta, the dark, fertile soil found in the Amazonian 

basin, sometimes as deep as two metres.  Initially thought to be the result of 

volcanic activity, it has more recently been established that terra preta is 

anthropogenic.  It was created by a pre-Columbian civilisation using a mixture of 

charcoal, bone, animal manure, and other organic waste.  Research has shown that 

terra preta hosts a range of micro-organisms beneficial to crops, prevents nutrient 

leaching, and is even capable of increasing its own volume.  It has enormous 

potential for carbon sequestration, and as an alternative to fossil-fuel based 

chemical fertilizers (Lehmann and Joseph 2012).  

A second issue, relevant to soil fertility and replacement of chemical fertilizers, is 

depletion of rock phosphate. Phosphate is a fundamental component of chemical 

fertilizers. Phosphate supply is estimated to peak by 2033, and supply is limited to a 

few countries. China controls 35% of global production, and has already introduced 

export restrictions. The US, with 17% of global production, has ceased exports 

altogether (Soil Association 2010). Figure 13 shows the current rise in phosphate 

prices. The 2008 spike reveals the sensitivity of phosphate production to energy 

prices. 

Figure 13: Rock phosphate price, April 1998 - March 2013 

 

Source: www.indexmundi.com; original data from World Bank 

http://www.indexmundi.com/
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The Soil Association, and those authors who identify this additional threat to food 

security (Heinberg and Bomford 2009; Lucas, Jones and Hines 2006; Pfeiffer, 2006), 

advocate the redesign of sewage systems to ‘close the loop’ and capture 

phosphorus from human excreta.  Human waste has been used as an agricultural 

fertilizer in China for millennia, and the practice continues to the present day 

(Shiming 2002).  Up until the mid-1800’s, ‘night soil’ was collected in London, and 

taken by horse-drawn carts out of the city, to be sold on as fertilizer to farmers.  A 

return to a similar system faces the challenge of overcoming widespread 

psychological resistance to such a change, and of finding capital resources to 

redesign existing sewage infrastructure.   

One theme which does not appear in discussion of farm scale transition is the value 

of cooperation as a resilience principle.  For example, the custom of meitheal (Irish), 

or morrowing (Ulster-Scots) was a regular feature of pre-industrial agriculture in 

Ireland, involving reciprocal help with harvests and other labour-intensive tasks.  

These practices have disappeared with the development of farm mechanisation, 

and have led to increased isolation and loss of social capital.  A few authors mention 

the need for diversification at the farm level, or included diversity as a general 

principle or resilience value (Holmgren 2009; Hopkins 2007).  None extend the 

principle to the farm sector as a whole.  A diversified regional farm sector would be 

more resilient in the event of specific crop or livestock losses. It would encourage 

complementarity between producers, with some, for example, producing surplus 

energy crops for agricultural use. Regional diversification would also be essential to 

provide a varied and balanced diet, and has implications for regional food system 

planning.  The themes of cooperation, and inter-regional mutual aid will be further 

discussed in the following chapter that examines the Cuban Special Period.  The 

next section examines proposals for wider food system transition, including 

relocalisation of production and consumption. 
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Food system re-organisation and governance 

Moving up a scale to the level of the food economy, Transition proposals focus 

primarily on a proactively planned re-localisation of food production and 

consumption. Components of a relocalised food system include: community 

supported agriculture (CSA); farmers’ markets; local food processors; public sector 

procurement; and urban agriculture (Pinkerton and Hopkins, 2009).   

The call for a planned and proactive reconstruction of the local food economy raises 

questions about how this process is to be driven and coordinated, who the lead 

agents will be, and what kind of politics it presupposes.  To date, many Transition 

towns initiatives have established iconic community gardens.  Some like Totnes and 

Stroud have set up local food hubs that provide a focal point for producers and 

consumers of local produce. The most promising development, in terms of its 

strategic potential and contribution to ‘deepening’ democracy, is the creation of 

Food Policy Councils (FPC’s) in Bristol and Cardiff37.  According to Carey (2011), 

FPC’s represent a joined-up, systems approach to local food planning that engages 

stakeholders across the food system, and integrates food with other relevant policy 

areas, such as energy, waste management, employment, economic development, 

social justice and inclusion. 

Transition towns members were particularly associated with the development of 

the Bristol FPC, and its creation followed publication of a Peak Oil Taskforce report 

(Osborn 2009), and related regional food security report (Carey 2011).  Subsequent 

to the creation of Bristol and Cardiff FPC’s, the Sustainable Food Cities Network was 

established, and is jointly coordinated by the Soil Association and Food Matters38.  It 

should be noted that while peak oil concerns were central to the creation of the 

                                                      

37
 For further information: http://sustainablefoodcities.org/findacity/cityinformation/userid/42 and 

http://bristolfoodpolicycouncil.org/ 

38
 See http://sustainablefoodcities.org/. 

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/findacity/cityinformation/userid/42
http://bristolfoodpolicycouncil.org/
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Bristol FPC, these concerns are not visible in the Sustainable Food Cities Network 

publicity.  The Network has, to date, encouraged the development of over 30 ‘local 

food partnerships’ (LFP’s).   

FPCs and LFPs are modelled on similar organisations in North America, and which 

grew out of the local food systems planning movement. FPC’s tend to be more 

integrated with municipal government and engaged in policy advocacy.  The LFP 

model, promoted by the Sustainable Food Cities Network, is generally independent 

of local government, and more engaged in project development.  There are 

currently about 200 FPC’s in the US and Canada, as well as the recently established 

FPC’s and LFP’s in the UK and Ireland.  It is again important to note that peak oil has 

not, until more recently, been a central concern of the alternative food movement 

in North America.   

With varying degrees of emphasis, FPC’s, in North America, have been addressing a 

range of food-related policy areas, such as, anti-poverty programmes, health, local 

economic development, and ecologically sustainable food production.  A common 

strategy is to promote relocalised, sustainable food systems, re-establish links 

between city and country, and foster ‘food democracy’, a deliberative form of local, 

democratic governance around food production, distribution and consumption.  

Normally food-related policy areas are fragmented and ‘silo’ed’, effectively dividing 

and disempowering stakeholders across the food system, while empowering 

corporate interests that may benefit from a more comprehensive overview (Fox 

2010). The FPC model, in theory, matches the complexity of the food system, links 

stakeholders representing its different components (typically: production, 

processing, distribution, and consumption), and promotes participatory, 

deliberative policy making at all levels.  The model therefore offers a very promising 

model for strategic development and coordination of a relocalised food economy.   

In the North American context, FPC’s have performed a range of roles and 

functions, with varying degrees of emphasis, including: policy evaluation, advocacy, 

and research; coordination between silo’ed municipal government departments 
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and functions, and linking public, private and not-for-profit sectors; providing a 

forum for food system stakeholders; and initiating projects, pilots, services, and 

‘spin-offs’.  Their position in relation to the state also varies, with some set up 

directly by municipal government, and located within a specific department.  Some 

are independent but funded and resourced by the state; while others are 

completely independent, relying mainly on trust funding and voluntary staffing.  

Those situated and resourced within government departments tend to have more 

involvement in policy development; whereas, independently funded FPC’s tend to 

be marginal to policy-making processes, and focus more on initiating project work 

(Harper et al 2009; Scherb et al 2012; Schiff 2007).   

The relationship with state agencies and departments is also a key issue discussed 

in the North American literature cited above.  Schiff (2007) describes the divergence 

of views within the alternative food movement regarding engagement with the 

state, with some averse to any policy advocacy work, preferring to focus on project 

development.  A common finding is that the more independent food networks tend 

to have resourcing constraints, and difficulties in sustaining themselves financially.  

As noted above, they are also more likely to become marginalised from policy-

making processes (Harper et al 2009; Scherb et al 2012; Schiff 2007).  Schiff 

observes that a ‘“hybrid” model’ (ibid: 187) exists whereby the FPC receives 

statutory funding and resourcing, has a formal relationship with local government, 

but retains a large degree of independence as an NGO and membership 

organisation.  In practice, there are likely to be many exceptions to the conceptual 

dichotomy between independence and a formal relationship with the state.   

The North American alternative food movement has also developed a more 

politicised and critical ‘food justice’ perspective. Wekerle (2004) identifies a shift 

from a focus on anti-poverty programmes in the 1980’s to a more politicised and 

policy-oriented approach. She describes this as a ‘reframing of food security as food 

justice’, involving, 
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‘…an explicit critique of the global food system and a theoretical framing of 

local initiatives as both the practice of democracy and as means of de-linking 

from the corporate global food system. Reframing food security as food 

justice is more than a name change’ (ibid: 378-379). 

This more politicised reframing of food issues is also associated with the adoption of 

a ‘food sovereignty’ perspective, and will be discussed in detail in Chapter 7.  By 

contrast, the Transition movement is relatively silent on the subject of either social 

justice or ‘food democracy’.  The need for a more participatory, deliberative 

approach to food planning is simply not developed within Transition movement 

literature.  Neither is there any in-depth analysis of social justice related issues, such 

as the structural causes of inequality, poverty, and disadvantage.  A few writers 

occasionally touch briefly on the subject.  Hopkins (2011) provides a short, but 

concise paragraph on social justice as a resilience factor and motivation for 

engaging in Transition (ibid: 28). Carey (2011) briefly lists social justice and inclusion 

among possible policy areas that can be addressed by ‘food systems planning’, but 

does not elaborate any further (ibid: 5).  Lucas, Jones and Hines (2006) declare that,  

‘The issue of food poverty must be tackled.  This could be done through a 

combination of improved social welfare, a higher minimum wage, and 

improved access to reasonably priced, healthy food’ (ibid: 30). 

Again, however, there is no further treatment of the subject, and this short 

statement appears to assume the state and economy functioning in much the same 

way as they do at present.  As we will see in the next section, Transition movement 

assumptions of a benign and effective role for central government, also 

demonstrate a lack of critical political analysis. 

National scale proposals and role of national government 

Despite the emphasis on re-localisation within the Transition movement, there is 

still a strong belief articulated in some of the literature that the central state has a 

key role to play in mobilising national resources to support transition (although in 
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practice many Transition initiatives are developing partnership relationships with 

local government).  As will be discussed in Chapter 7, there are now voices calling 

for a more radical, anarchist strategy (Trainer 2012; Holmgren 2013).  Generally, 

however, proposals relating to national government, and its role in supporting the 

transition to food system resilience, assume a strong, interventionist style of 

government.  They include: central planning to maximise national self-reliance in 

food production, and a shift away from food security based on international trade 

and globalisation (Lucas, Jones and Hines 2006; Heinberg and Bomford 2010); 

government support for small farmers and land reform to make land available to 

more small farmers and growers; changes in planning legislation to promote local 

food production (Carey 2011); planned re-ruralisation and revitalisation of rural 

communities (Heinberg 2007); reorientation of the education sector to drive the 

food and farming transition through training and research support for sustainable, 

ecological farming, food growing skills on school curricula, and farm apprenticeship 

programmes (Heinberg and Bomford 2010); emergency planning and establishment 

of regional reserves of grain in the event of extended food shortages (ibid); and a 

‘wartime mobilisation’39 (Brown 2008b). 

Firstly, the strong theme of centralised planning, running through these proposals, 

flies in the face of current neo-liberal orthodoxy that ostensibly promotes free 

markets and a minimal state.  A national plan for agricultural production, planned 

ruralisation; and re-orientation of education, all require a state dirigiste approach.  

Arguably, however, neoliberalism, especially in the US and UK contexts, has become 

ideological camouflage for an informal, covert dirigisme that promotes corporate 

interests (Chomsky 1998; Crouch 2011; Monbiot 2001; Sachs 2011).  This presents a 

very unfavourable, if not hostile, political environment for Transition proposals 

aimed at engaging national government.  

                                                      

39
 Simms (2001) presents a similar argument for an ‘Environmental War Economy’ to address climate 

change. 
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As was argued in Chapter 4, the G8’s ‘New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition’, 

led by the US, is primarily about promoting access of transnational agribusinesses to 

African farmland and markets in seed and agricultural inputs.  The UK Department 

for International Development (DFID) contributes £395m of overseas aid to the 

Alliance, and has been implicated in land grabbing, with one instance involving 

violent eviction on a massive scale in Ethiopia (Curtis and Hilary 2012). Curtis and 

Hilary (ibid) provide further evidence of DFID’s role in promoting the commercial 

interests of transnational agribusinesses in Africa, and, in particular, the close 

connections with Monsanto, Syngenta, Unilever, and Diageo.  They describe a 

‘revolving door’ of senior personnel between DFID and these corporations, and the 

numerous appointments of former government ministers to their boards of 

directors.   

Secondments from corporations to government departments represent another 

manifestation of this ‘revolving door’.  Responses to Freedom of Information 

requests in 2011, from the Green MP, Caroline Lucas, revealed that at least fifty 

staff members from energy companies including Shell, Centrica, ConocoPhillips, EDF 

and RWE npower were engaged on secondment to work on energy policy issues 

during the previous four years (Carrington 2011).  In 2013, the Guardian reported 

that an executive from the Irish energy company, ESB, seconded to the Department 

of Energy and Climate Change (DECC), was drafting a government subsidy scheme 

for gas-fired power stations.  ESB, at the time, owned three gas-fired stations in the 

UK (Carrington and Sparrow 2013). 

A further example of corporate influence within the heart of government, 

mentioned in Chapter 3, is the appointment of non-executive directors (NEDs) to all 

boards of government departments.  These appointments drew public attention in 

relation to controversial plans for hydraulic fracturing (‘fracking’) in Balcombe, West 

Sussex.  It came to light that Lord Browne of Madingley, the chairman of Cuadrilla, 

the energy company concerned, was appointed in 2010 as lead NED to the Cabinet 

Office board.  In this role, Lord Browne, the former CEO of BP, has had responsibility 
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for appointments of NEDs to the board of each government department.  The oil 

and gas industry, agribusiness, pharmaceuticals, and banking interests are all well 

represented among the 60 NEDs appointed to date40. The Minister for the Cabinet 

Office, Francis Maude41, justified Lord Browne’s appointment in terms of promoting 

efficiency within government, claiming that his ‘experience will be a real benefit in 

our drive to make Whitehall work in a more business-like manner’ (Cabinet Office 

2010).  Not only is this code for implementing cost-cutting austerity measures, but 

given the Coalition government’s abandonment of a green energy policy in favour 

of fossil energy, it is also very conceivable that the role of Cuadrilla’s chairman and 

other private sector appointees, is to act as ‘political commissars’, ensuring both the 

promotion of business-like ‘efficiency’ and corporate agendas. 

If we turn to education and research, their re-orientation to support transition to a 

resilient food and farming system runs counter to the current North American and 

UK trend of ‘marketisation’ within the higher education sector.  The reduction in 

public funding to higher education has led to greater rapprochement with, and 

dependence on, corporate sponsors.  At the same time higher education has had to 

justify itself in terms of its capacity to produce skilled workers and commercialisable 

research, which some claim is a form of ‘academic capitalism’ (Barry 2011).  The 

process of commercialisation, and corporatisation of research and teaching, that 

seeks to emulate corporate values and practices, has resulted in a loss of academic 

independence, increasing privatisation of knowledge, and, in some instances, a 

decline in the importance of less ‘profitable’ subjects like the humanities and social 

sciences (Brown and Carasso 2013; Tudiver 1999; Washburn 2008).  The main 

beneficiaries of this marketisation process are corporate sponsors who are able to 

determine the direction and boundaries of academic research and teaching.  For 

                                                      

40
 A list of NED profiles is available on the Civil Service World website:  

http://www.civilserviceworld.com/non-executive-directors/. 

41
 Coincidently, or perhaps not, Balcombe lies within the constituency of Francis Maude MP. 

http://www.civilserviceworld.com/non-executive-directors/
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example, five corporations, Monsanto, Syngenta, Du Pont, Bayer Crop Science and 

Dow, underwrite up to 90% of GM crop research (GeneWatch UK 2003).  In many 

cases, these companies have directly blocked publication of GM research findings 

that present evidence of harmful effects caused by GM technology (Corbett 2013; 

Scientific American 2009).  Universities, disciplined by the competition for research 

funding, will inevitably feel pressure to regulate themselves and ensure that their 

research ‘product’ meets the requirements of corporate ‘customers’.  Monbiot 

(2001) details the considerable number of chairs and professorships established by 

corporations at leading universities, including Oxford and Cambridge; and the 

number of former oil industry directors and chief executives who sit on UK Research 

Funding Councils. Given the scaling back of public funding for higher education, and 

the increasing reach of corporate influence over research and teaching, how 

realistic is it to call for a government-led reorientation of education to support 

transition to post-industrial agriculture? 

What all these examples illustrate is the extent to which corporate influence has 

insinuated itself within university research agendas, and government policy making.  

Effectively, neither the state nor higher education has remained autonomous.  The 

‘state-corporate nexus of power’ is described succinctly by Monbiot (2013): 

‘The political role of corporations is generally interpreted as that of 

lobbyists, seeking to influence government policy. In reality they belong on 

the inside. They are part of the nexus of power that creates policy. They face 

no significant resistance, from either government or opposition, as their 

interests have now been woven into the fabric of all three main parties’ 

(ibid: unpaginated). 

Given this analysis of corporate influence, even if we accept the urgent need for a 

national response to peak oil on the scale of a ‘wartime mobilisation’, can we trust 

the present political leadership with the emergency powers that this would entail?  

The securitisation of the ‘war on terror’ has provided a rationalisation for removing 

civil liberties, and engaging in energy imperialism, to the benefit of multinational oil 
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companies.  A further securitisation of energy and food security is likely to produce 

more of the same.  Corporations have already positioned themselves as the ones 

with the appropriate managerial expertise to design and implement solutions to 

global energy and food crises.  A ‘war-time mobilisation’ led by the current UK 

power elite would probably unleash accelerated development of oil and gas 

fracking, GM crop production, and offshore land-grabbing.  Naomi Klein in her book, 

Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism, describes how disaster and conflict 

became a pretext for radical neoliberal restructuring (Klein 2007).  Arguably, the 

primary agenda has never been neoliberalism per se, but corporate power and 

profits.  Neoliberalism has been a convenient, but not essential, means to this end.  

In the 21st century context of global environmental and resource crises, ‘disaster 

capitalism’ is more likely to fast-track a process of radical post-liberal restructuring.  

This challenges proposals for greater partnership with corporations and national 

government.  Bailey, Hopkins, and Wilson (2010), who include the founder of the 

UK Transition Network, and academics whose work has influenced its strategic 

development, argue that, 

‘the movement will need to find ways of influencing major corporations that 

have so far been noticeable absentees from relocalisation partnerships. 

Without their full or even partial involvement, relocalisation relies on 

debatable claims that a combined mass of community actions can somehow 

bypass, or force a more reflexive approach by, corporations … It will also 

need greater practical support from governing institutions at the local, 

regional, national and international levels’ (ibid: 603). 

As evidenced above, the policy process is not just unduly influenced by corporate 

lobbyists; it has been comprehensively infiltrated by them.  Transition planning 

based on small-scale, sustainable farming is inimical to corporate agendas for 

industrialised agriculture and continuing exploitation of fossil energy.  Therefore, 

proposals for national government transition planning, while urgently needed, may 

nonetheless be naïve and misguided at this present time.  However, there may be 
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more potential for partnership with local government, an argument that will be set 

out in Chapter 7.  

5.5 DISCUSSION 

Transition movement literature provides an accurate assessment of the industrial 

food system, highlighting its excessive dependence on fossil energy, and therefore 

the risks to food security.  The literature also draws attention to the harmful effects 

of industrial farming to the environment, climate stability, human health and animal 

welfare.  Proposals for a relocalised food system, based on organic farming 

methods, offers a valid response to the challenges of peak oil, not least because 

relocalisation and a return to non-intensive (less chemicals, carbon, and 

mechanisation; more labour) methods will be inevitable as global supply chains 

contract, and intensive farming becomes unaffordable.  These proposals include 

many practical technical, and socio-technical innovations at the local and regional 

scale.  The next chapter, examining the Cuban Special Period, will provide additional 

or alternative learning regarding food security under conditions of energy scarcity. 

The most promising local food initiative, in terms of strategic potential, is the 

creation of Food Policy Councils (FPCs) in Bristol and Cardiff, as discussed above in 

Section 5.4, FPCs could be a driving force in re-establishing localised, sustainable 

food-systems, and links between city and countryside. Moreover, they could 

introduce a systemic, joined-up approach to building local and regional resilience, 

by integrating food policy with other policy areas, such as, energy, waste and 

resource management, economic development, public health, and anti-poverty 

programmes. Although, it is too early to judge these UK initiatives, the themes of 

social justice and ‘food democracy’ are, at present, relatively under-emphasised in 

the UK Transition literature.  This contrasts with the North American alternative 

food movement where these themes are very prominent, and the adoption of a 

‘food sovereignty’ perspective has evolved.  As neoliberalism transmogrifies into 

the elite retrenchment scenario described in Chapters 3 and 4, we are likely to see a 

more thoroughgoing abandonment of social justice values and policy objectives by 
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the state, and also the progressive abuse and decline of liberal democracy.  For this 

reason, it behoves the Transition movement to put social justice and democratic 

values explicitly at the heart of its vision and practice.  Chapter 7 will put a case for 

developing a more politicised Transition strategy that draws inspiration from the 

North American alternative food movement, and the global food sovereignty 

movement. 

It could be argued that the key weaknesses in the Transition movement’s proposals 

and strategy arise due to (1) a tactical assumption of a gradual, even congenial, 

energy descent; and (2) the lack of an explicitly political perspective on the wider 

economic, political and social system, dynamics and actors. 

Firstly, the assumption of a gradual, agreeable energy descent means that more 

challenging scenarios are not considered, or planned for.  As we saw in Chapter 2, 

for key activists like Hopkins and Holmgren, this is a tactical assumption that relates 

primarily to a strategy of maximising societal engagement with Transition, rather 

than being based on an analysis of the trajectory of peak oil, and post-peak scenario 

planning.  As Hopkins states in The Transition Handbook,  

‘rather than trying to terrify people into change through presenting them 

with visions of Collapse, the Evolution scenarios could provide a vision of an 

end goal so enticing that society would want to engage in the transition 

towards them’ (Hopkins, 2008: 45). 

However, might this create a tendency to avoid open discussion or consideration of 

difficult or challenging issues?  For example, the health risks of a delocalised diet, 

the correlation of population growth with the development of industrialised 

agriculture, and the potential for collapse of the food system, along with other 

critical infrastructure need to be examined.  Regarding the latter issue, Heinberg is 

one of the very few people within the Transition movement who has highlighted 

the need for disaster preparedness and contingency planning.  In a conference 

presentation at Findhorn in 2008, he urged the UK Transition towns movement to 

include community-based disaster management and contingency planning along 
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with current resilience-building activities (Heinberg 2008). This prompted an online 

debate between Heinberg and Hopkins, the founder of Transition towns (Heinberg 

and Hopkins 2009).  Hopkins questioned whether disaster management should 

simply be left to the relevant authorities, and feared that if Transition initiatives 

became involved in this, they would be seen as a ‘survivalist cult’ and would lose 

credibility.  Interviewed by the author in September 2011, he expressed similar 

scepticism, stating, 

‘I think that very acute sense of impending implosion and that survivalist 

response tends to come more from the US than here.  So, I think it’s just an 

on-going thing’ (Hopkins, interview, Appendix C). 

A gradual, but ‘bumpy’ transition does provide a more congenial backdrop for 

promoting an attractive, upbeat vision of post-carbon society, but it is not a 

certainty.  Moreover, Heinberg’s proposals for emergency preparedness and 

contingency planning are just that – planning for contingencies, not planning on the 

assumption of only one scenario.  Amongst other things, resilience, or versatility, 

requires robustness across a range of possible scenarios or contingencies.  

Furthermore, can we trust official disaster management agencies to prepare 

adequately for peak oil-induced emergencies?  Current disaster management 

models assume recovery and return to normality42, and assume the possibility of 

external assistance to the affected area.  The kind of global systemic collapse 

envisaged by, for example, Korowicz (2010), could potentially be permanent in its 

impact, with no return to current normality. Furthermore, because of the global 

inter-dependence of financial systems, and other critical infrastructure, it may not 

                                                      

42
 See the website of the Red Cross and Red Crescent National Societies, which includes discussion of 

disaster typology and disaster management stages - http://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-

management/ 
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be limited geographically, reducing the likelihood or timeliness of external 

assistance. In current disaster management thinking, even the highest category 

disaster or catastrophe is assumed to be limited in time and place, with ‘business-

as-usual’ continuing in unaffected areas surrounding the disaster zone.  A peak oil-

induced rapid collapse scenario is simply off the scale of conventional disaster 

management discourse.  To address this potential sequence of events, disaster 

preparedness would need to be precisely what Heinberg is proposing - very 

localised, community-based, and aimed at rapidly ‘speeding up’ the resilience-

building that the Transition towns initiatives are already engaged in.  To sum up, 

focussing on one scenario, for tactical reasons, risks failing to prepare for other 

contingencies and outcomes.   

Secondly, the lack of an explicit critical political economy perspective can also be 

seen as related to the strategy of being broadly acceptable as a new social 

movement.  The emphasis is on positive, practical and localised (and sometimes 

individualised) socio-technical solutions, not social or political/structural critique.  

Hence the proposals for relocalised food systems based on organic farming 

methods.  The vulnerability of industrialised farming to fossil energy scarcity is 

identified, along with its detrimental environmental impacts.  What is missing is any 

awareness of the political economy of the global capitalist agriculture and food 

system.  What are offered are niche socio-technical innovations, without explicitly 

challenging the dominant system (or ‘regime’ in socio-technical transitions 

terminology).  The strategic thinking may be to encourage the dissemination of 

Transition innovations to the point where over time as they are gradually scale up 

and are taken up by the mainstream, they create a ‘tipping’ point’ and replace the 

dominant regime.  Current secretive and corporate-led negotiations for a 

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) could see deregulation of 

European food and agriculture policy in line with the lower standards prevailing in 

the United States.  This will mean greater control of the food system by corporate 

agribusiness and multinational food chains, more large-scale, intensive factory 

farming, and increased competition for small family farms.  These small farms are 
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central to the Transition movement’s vision of a relocalised, resilient food system.  

Many could be driven out of business, with further detrimental knock-on effects for 

rural communities.  The proposed ‘Investor State Dispute Mechanism’ will enable 

private companies to sue governments over loss of expected profit arising from 

domestic policy or regulations.  These might include public procurement 

programmes that promote local food.  It is not sufficient therefore to promote 

practical ‘socio-technical’ innovations at the local scale, while ignoring political and 

economic developments at the macro systemic level that pose significant threats to 

the Transition movement’s vision for food system sustainability. 

Likewise, assumptions that central government will remain benign and effective, 

even under conditions of emerging energy scarcity, can be linked to this strategy of 

‘accentuating the positive’ in order to maximise public engagement.  Friedrichs 

(2010a, 2012, 2013) shows that the historical experience of energy scarcity in North 

Korea, and Japan, gives us cause to doubt this sanguine view of the state.  The 

experience of Cuba during the Special Period, was, as we shall see in the next 

chapter, more encouraging, but nonetheless points to the risks of central 

government collapse.  In Part I, the emerging signs of an elite retrenchment 

scenario were identified.  Many of the features of this scenario are inimical to the 

Transition movement’s proposals for the food system, in particular, the model of 

corporate controlled, globalised industrial farming that is progressively destroying 

sustainable forms of peasant agriculture.  In other respects, this scenario also 

challenges the aims and vision of the Transition movement for a post-carbon 

society.  These include the acceleration of fossil energy exploitation, as well as the 

effective abandonment of emissions targets and the development of clean, 

renewable energy.  The promotion of ‘fracking’ poses very serious risks of 

contamination to local water supplies, and agricultural land.   

These issues highlight a dilemma facing the Transition movement’s current 

apolitical, ‘socio-technical’ approach.  On the one hand, this approach has been very 

successful in attracting public support for the Transition towns movement, including 

support from local government, and has contributed to the viral spread of the 
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movement.  On the other hand, many of the specific socio-technical innovations 

that the movement seeks to disseminate, run counter to, and are threatened by, 

political and economic developments at the national and global scales.  If the 

Transition movement were to adopt a more explicitly politicised approach, it would 

risk losing some of its support.  Notwithstanding this dilemma, this issue will be 

taken up in Chapter 7, and an argument will be made for developing a more 

politicised Transition strategy. 

5.6 CONCLUSION 

The shared view within Transition movement is that the current globalised, 

industrial food system carries unacceptable social and environmental costs, and is 

highly dependent on fossil fuel energy and fossil fuel-based inputs.  This 

dependency represents an acute vulnerability in light of peak oil, with grave 

implications for global food security.  The commonly agreed strategy is a relocalised 

food system, based on organic farming methods, and it is generally envisaged that a 

planned, government-led transition will be needed to bring this about.  As noted 

above, organic farming, as practiced in the global North, is defined by a limited 

range of standards that focus mainly on restricting use of chemical inputs.  

However, organic agriculture itself is unsustainable insofar as it also remains 

dependent on fossil energy and fuel, and adopts capital-intensive, and high-input 

farming methods.  Permaculture is popular within the Transition movement, and 

proposed by some as an alternative to industrial farming.  The relative merits of 

permaculture and agroecology are discussed in the next chapter. 

The most promising development that the Transition movement has been 

associated with is the creation of FPCs, and related LFPs.  The FPC model, in 

particular, offers a potential lynchpin for coordinating and driving the transition to 

local or regional food system planning.  It prefigures a form of participatory, joined-

up, and resilient local governance that could be extended to other essential policy 

areas.  However, the presentation and advocacy of this model, by the Transition 

movement, would benefit from more explicit incorporation of social justice and 
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food democracy themes, as is the case within the North American alternative food 

movement. 

Most authors appear to assume a gradual energy descent, rather than the 

possibility of a more rapid economic and social collapse.  This assumption is made 

explicitly by the founder of the Transition movement, Rob Hopkins, and reflects the 

positive, upbeat style and public relations strategy of the movement.  Richard 

Heinberg, in particular, breaks rank on these issues, and raises the possibility of an 

alternative scenario requiring community emergency preparedness and self-

reliance.  On this issue, it would seem more prudent, given the uncertainties 

regarding post-peak trajectories, to prepare for a range of possible contingencies, 

including more rapid collapse.  It may not be wise for communities to depend 

entirely on central government to prepare for, and respond to, this scenario.  This 

relates to a further assumption held among many in the Transition movement, and 

this concerns the expectation of continuing benign and effective support from 

national government.  As argued above, this cannot be relied upon in view of the 

increasing alignment of national government with corporate interests, and the 

emergence of an ‘Elite Retrenchment’ response to peak oil.  The least promising 

proposals, therefore, are those calling for strong government intervention and 

planning to support transition to a post-carbon society.  Additionally, there exists 

the real possibility that central government functions may become incapacitated as 

energy scarcity intensifies.  This possible outcome, and the positive opportunities it 

may offer, is explored further in the next chapter which examines the Cuban 

‘Special Period’ in the 1990’s.  This represents a rare case-study of severe energy 

scarcity, and its impact on agriculture and the food system.  The chapter explores 

the extent to which the Special Period confirms the prognoses and proposed 

strategies of the Transition movement, and contributes additional or alternative 

learning to post-peak resilience planning.  
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Chapter 6: The Cuban Special Period - Making a virtue of necessity 

 

‘The state is not “abolished,” it withers away.’ 

Friedrich Engels,  Anti-Dühring. 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 5 critically appraised the views of writers within the Transition movement 

regarding their prognoses for the food and farming system, in terms of peak oil 

impacts, and their proposals for addressing these impacts.  The Cuban experience of 

energy scarcity, during the 1990’s Special Period, has been described as a potential 

model of ‘socioeconomic adaptation’ to peak oil (Friedrichs 2010a, 2012, 2013).  A 

number of Transition advocates have drawn inspiration from the Cuban example 

(Heinberg and Bomford 2009; Pfeiffer 2006; Pinkerton and Hopkins 2009). It 

therefore represents an empirical point of reference for evaluating the analysis and 

prescriptions of peak oil theorists. It also offers opportunities for identifying 

additional or divergent learning, and therefore indicates ways in which the 

Transition movement could develop its proposals and strategies for post-peak food 

security.  The ‘Special Period during Peace Time’ was precipitated by the collapse of 

the Soviet Union in 1989, and a tightened US trade embargo.  It entailed dramatic 

falls in imports of oil, food, and agricultural inputs, and reduced nutritional intake 

for the Cuban population.  It is an important historical case study, providing insights 

into the likely impacts of future energy scarcity on food and farming systems, 

resilience factors, and possible coping responses.  It therefore provides valuable 

lessons for societies, such as Ireland or the UK, in terms of anticipating and planning 

for a peak oil related food crisis. 

Some of the key policy responses of the Cuban regime included: agricultural reform 

to support smaller-scale farms; widespread promotion of organic and 

agroecological farming methods; support for urban agriculture; liberalisation of 

food markets; decentralisation of state agricultural agencies; and a strong emphasis 

on social equity.  As argued below, these policy responses were primarily pragmatic 
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reactions to specific crises and pressures, in a context where centralised state 

agencies were relatively incapacitated - in other words, making a virtue of necessity.  

Nonetheless, these responses were informed by socialist and humanitarian values, 

comparing favourably with the North Korean regime’s response under similar 

circumstances. 

In Chapter 3, it was argued that UK policy processes are not just unduly influenced 

by corporate lobbyists, but have been comprehensively infiltrated.  Transition 

planning based on small-scale, sustainable farming is inimical to corporate agendas 

for industrialised agriculture and continuing exploitation of fossil energy.  

Therefore, proposals for national government transition planning, while urgently 

needed, may nonetheless be naïve and misguided at this present time. However, 

the Cuban experience suggests that opportunities for change may open up as the 

energy crisis deepens, and that assertive, community-led initiatives can set 

precedents for food policy innovation. 

This chapter seeks to identify specific learning of value to the Transition movement 

that emerges from the Cuban case study, and which is additional to, or divergent 

from, the proposed strategies and perspectives contained in the Transition 

movement literature reviewed in Chapter 5.  A descriptive overview of the Special 

Period is provided in Section 6.2, focussing specifically on the range of impacts on 

the food and farming system arising from shortfalls in fuel and agri-chemical 

imports, as well as identifying resilience factors and coping strategies.  The section 

includes a brief comparison with similar impacts in North Korea, before returning to 

a detailed examination of the Cuban experience, which represents a more 

successful and benign response to an energy-related food crisis.  The vulnerabilities 

of Cuban agriculture before the Special Period are identified, as well as pre-existing 

resilience factors, and the coping strategies and responses adopted during the 

Special Period crisis.  Section 6.3 outlines learning from the Special Period that adds 

to, or diverges from, the Transition literature, and explores in more depth the 

themes of agroecology, urban agriculture as ‘insurgent planning’, and the pattern of 

relinquishing centralised control. These themes all represent strategic, political 
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issues for the Transition movement, especially in relation to the transition to food 

system sustainability, and equitable food security. Combined learning from the 

Transition literature and the Cuban Special Period is presented in summary form in 

Appendix A. 

6.2 THE CUBAN SPECIAL PERIOD 

The ‘Special Period in Peace Time’ was a decade-long period of economic crisis, 

following the collapse of the Soviet Union between 1989 and 1991, which 

precipitated catastrophic falls in agricultural output.  Cuba’s success in restoring 

national food security was popularised in the documentary, ‘Power of Community – 

How Cuba survived Peak Oil’ (Morgan 2006), and this features regularly at 

Transition Town awareness raising events.  Pfeiffer (2006) claims that Cuba’s 

‘miracle’ disproves the ‘myth that organic agriculture cannot support a modern 

nation’ (ibid: 58), and the Transition Towns handbook, Local Food, states that,  

‘We need only look to Cuba’s recent organic food-growing revolution as an 

example of the important role gardeners can play in feeding a nation. The 

city of Havana produces more than 90 per cent of the fruit and vegetable 

consumed by its residents, more than 100,000 of whom are gardeners 

trained to help run (amongst other growing spaces) 28,000 kitchen gardens 

or huertos across the city’ (Pinkerton and Hopkins 2009: 47) 

The academic literature on the Special Period reveals that urban communities in 

Havana not only became accomplished food producers, but were also instrumental 

in bringing about national policy changes to support urban agriculture, through 

‘extra-legal’ actions, such as land occupations. The literature also, amongst other 

things, presents a more nuanced and complex picture of Cuba’s ‘organic revolution’, 

with significant implications for how a sustainable food transition can be 

implemented elsewhere. This chapter revisits the Special Period, in order to identify 

and extract additional or divergent learning that might assist the food and farming 

transition. 
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Dissolution of the Soviet Bloc 

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1989, total Cuban imports fell by 

75%.  Oil imports decreased by 53% (Warwick 1999), imports of chemical fertilizers 

and pesticides fell by 80%, diesel by 47%, petrol by 75% (Wright 2012), and food 

imports by 50% (Wright 2009; Enríquez 1994). Combined with a tightened US 

embargo on Cuba, this led to dramatic falls in agricultural production, and calorific 

intake.  The population was facing starvation, and the collapse of the Castro regime 

was a real possibility.  However, by the late 1990s the situation had stabilised, with 

food production and availability brought back to adequate levels. 

Since the turn of the century, Cuba has continued to face economic difficulties 

arising from global recession, and a series of natural disasters (Mesa-Lago 2009; 

Pérez and Vidal 2010).  Nonetheless, the Special Period, during the 1990s, remains 

an important historical case study of energy scarcity and potential coping strategies 

and responses. 

The impact of Soviet collapse on North Korea 

The Cuban Special Period is not a unique historical case study of energy scarcity.  

North Korea was similarly affected by the Soviet collapse, and Japan experienced 

severe fuel shortages preceding, and during, the Second World War.  As discussed 

in Chapters 2 and 3, Friedrichs (2010a, 2012, 2013) describes Japan’s strategy as 

one of ‘predatory militarism’, and the North Korean response as ‘totalitarian 

retrenchment’.  The latter strategy protected the interests of political and military 

elites, while allowing mass starvation.  Estimates of famine-related deaths in North 

Korea, during the 1990’s, range from 200,000 to 3.5 million, out of a population of 

22 million (Yu 2005).  One telling indicator of the regime’s priorities concerned the 

allocation of diesel fuel after 1990, as shown in Figure 14.   
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Figure 14: DPRK diesel fuel consumption in 1990 and 1996 

 

Source: Williams et al (2002) 

Despite a 60% loss of diesel supplies, the military allocation was maintained a little 

below the 1990 level, which represented a proportionate increase from 27% to 53% 

of total supplies.  By contrast, the allocation to agriculture fell proportionately from 

15% to 10%, the equivalent of 4% of total supplies in 1990 (Williams et al 2002). 

Cuba avoided mass starvation by managing a transition to a more sustainable food 

system, while retaining its commitment to social equity.  Moreover, in 2006, Cuba 

was the sole country in the world to achieve recognition from the United Nations 

for both ‘high human development’ and a sustainable ecological footprint.  The 

United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Index 

(HDI) is based on measures of life expectancy, literacy and education, and GDP.  A 

sustainable ecological footprint was defined as ‘lower than 1.8 global hectares per 

person, the average biocapacity available per person on the planet’ (Hails et al 

2006: 19).   

The Cuban regime has a questionable human rights record, in particular, regarding 

treatment of political dissenters, and even sympathetic critics.  However, this does 

not detract from achievements in addressing food security challenges following the 

Soviet collapse.  The Cuban response to ensuing energy and food crises was, by 
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comparison with Japan and North Korea, ethically superior and more effective, and 

for this reason, is considered in more depth. 

Pre-crisis vulnerabilities - Cuba’s industrial agriculture system 

At the start of the Special Period, Cuba’s food and farming system was dominated 

by large, highly mechanised, intensive, state farms that specialised in cash crops for 

export. Cuba was dependent on imports for both food and agricultural supplies.  

Prior to the 1959revolution, Cuban agriculture was characterised by a 

predominantly sugar monoculture, and a dependent trading relationship with the 

US.  70% of agricultural land was controlled by 8% of private landowners, and US 

interests owned 50% of the sugar industry and 25% of all land (USDA 2008).  Early 

attempts at diversification and import substitution were abandoned by the Castro 

regime in favour of a dependent trading relationship with the Soviet Union, based 

on sugar monoculture and state control of 80% of agricultural land (Gonzalez 2003).  

The Soviet Union imported sugar at 5.4 times world market prices, and exported oil 

and other commodities below world prices (Rosset 2000).  This arrangement 

subsidised the Cuban economy, and allowed the regime to invest in industry, 

education, healthcare, and rural infrastructure (Sinclair and Thompson 2001). 

Nonetheless, it created a dependency on sugar exports and favourable trading 

terms, leaving Cuba extremely vulnerable, following the collapse of the Soviet 

Union.  

In common with both the US and Soviet Union, Cuban agriculture was large-scale, 

chemical-intensive, and highly mechanised. As Figure 15 shows, prior to the Special 

Period, Cuban agriculture had the highest level of intensification in Latin America 

and the Caribbean, and was, in some respects, more intensive than US agriculture. 
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Figure 15: Agricultural intensification in Cuba prior to Special Period 

 

Source:  Sinclair and Thompson (2001) 

This level of intensification was sustained by a correspondingly high level of import 

dependency.  Gonzalez (2003) reports that, 

‘On the eve of the Special Period, Cuba depended on imports for most of its 

agricultural inputs, including 48% of its fertilizers, 82% of its pesticides, 98% 

of its herbicides, and 97% of its animal feeds. Cuba also depended on 

imports for a significant portion of its food staples, including 100% of its 

cereals, 90% of its beans, and 49% of its rice. By the beginning of the 1990s, 

Cuba was dependent on imports to supply 55% of the Cuban population’s 

caloric consumption, 50% of its protein consumption, and 90% of its 

consumption of oil and lard’ (ibid: 206). 

This import dependency also extended to hybrid seeds, machinery, and petroleum 

(Rosset 2000), as well as animal feed, tools, wire, and animal vaccines (Sinclair and 

Thompson 2001). Cuban crop production was reliant on a limited number of 

imported high input varieties of seed that lacked resilience under low input 

conditions (Wright 2009).  Likewise, livestock farming depended on modern breeds 

that required imports of specialised feed, medicine, and shelter. This highlights the 

wider systemic vulnerabilities of industrial agriculture that extend beyond simply 

fossil energy dependency, and which manifest as input dependencies at farm scale, 

and import dependencies at the national scale.  This contrasts with an 
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agroecological approach that emphasises self-reliance and food sovereignty, and is 

discussed later in the chapter. 

High levels of intensification and mechanisation were also responsible for extensive 

soil degradation and environmental damage. Large-scale irrigation with inadequate 

drainage resulted in 64% of cultivated land affected by soil erosion and 12% by 

salinisation.  The use of heavy machinery created soil compaction on 21% of land, 

and excessive use of agrichemicals led to acidification of 17% of farm land, as well 

as pollution of water ways and drinking water (Gonzalez 2003). 

The large scale of state farms, and their centralised management, also proved to be 

a vulnerability.  In 1992, state farms made up 80% of the farming sector, with 

private farmers and cooperatives accounting for the remaining 20% (Gonzalez 

2003). State farms received favourable treatment in terms of access to 

agrichemicals, and machinery, whereas, private farmers and cooperatives were 

relatively neglected, and forced to rely more on traditional, non-intensive 

production methods (Gonzalez 2003; Wright 2009).  The state farms did not adapt 

to the constraints of the Special Period, in comparison with private smallholder 

farmers who were typically more productive than the state farms (Alvarez and 

Messina 1996; Gonzalez 2003; Rosset 2000; Wright 2009).  The low-input conditions 

of the Special Period required a labour-intensive approach rather than capital-

intensive, more intimate knowledge of local ecology, and greater autonomy in 

decision-making (Rossett 2000; Wright 2009).  

The model of agricultural development in Cuba, prior to the Special Period, shared 

most of the features of the so-called ‘Green Revolution’, widely adopted in the 

global South.  These features included: heavy reliance on technology and 

mechanisation; intensive use of synthetic agri-chemicals; large-scale farming 

estates; a pre-formulated ‘recipe’ approach to farming that ignored local ecology; 

reliance on crop varieties and livestock breeds adapted to high-input, industrial 

farming; mono-cropping and specialisation of production; prevalence of agro-export 
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crops; and dependence on imports of food and agricultural inputs (Janine and La 

Salle 2005).   

To sum up, the key vulnerabilities in the Cuban food and farming system, prior to 

the Special Period were, firstly, export-oriented production characterised by a lack 

of diversification in terms of crops and trading partners, a low level of production 

for domestic consumption, and a high level of dependency on food imports; and 

secondly, a high level of intensification and mechanisation sustained by reliance on 

imported agricultural supplies, including carbon fuel, agri-chemicals, machinery, 

animal feed and medicines.  The large state-controlled farms also proved unable to 

adapt to the constraints of the Special Period, and, as discussed below, were mostly 

dismantled by the Cuban government, and replaced by smaller-scale, semi-

autonomous worker cooperatives.  

This description of Cuban agriculture, and its vulnerabilities, prior to the Special 

Period broadly confirms the critique of industrial farming found in the Transition 

movement literature, discussed in Chapter 5.  However, Transition literature tends 

to focus on fossil energy and fuel dependencies of industrial agriculture, as well as 

petroleum-based agri-chemicals. The Cuban experience draws attention to the 

wider range of external inputs and import dependencies, and the ways in which 

both modern crops and livestock have been adapted to high-input, industrial 

farming conditions.  This indicates that the transition to sustainable, post-industrial 

farming will be more challenging than anticipated, requiring a radical and extensive 

transformation that goes beyond simply adopting organic methods.  As will be 

argued in Section 6.3, this transformation could be achieved by the incremental 

adoption of organic ‘input substitution’, and then evolving into fully integrated 

agroecological systems, at farm scale and farm sector scale, that maximise both 

self-reliance and mutuality. 

Impacts of Soviet collapse and US embargo on Cuban agriculture 

Cuba was dependent on the Soviet bloc for 85% of its trade (Altieri et al 1999), and 

its dissolution after 1989, combined with the US embargo, led to an 80% fall in 
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Cuba’s export market, including a 50% fall in agricultural exports by 1995 (Sinclair 

and Thompson 2001).  There was an 80% decrease in imports, with food imports 

falling by 50% (Wright 2009; Enríquez 1994). Figure 16 shows the reduction in 

imports of specific agricultural supplies between 1989 and 1992: 

Figure 16: Reduction in imports of agricultural inputs following break-up of Soviet Bloc 

 

Source: Rosset and Benjamin (1995) 

Sinclair and Thompson (2001) also report shortages of tools, seeds, wire, and animal 

vaccines. The shortfall in fuel and inputs for farm machinery resulted in a 50% fall in 

agricultural output between 1989 and 1994 (Mesa-Lago 1998; Wright 2009).  The 

loss of imported feed contributed to huge declines in dairy and livestock production 

by 1992, including an 89% fall in powdered milk production, a 69% fall in pork 

production, and 82% for chickens (Frische 1994; Hatchwell and Calder 1995; Wright 

2009).  Fuel shortages also impacted on the national fish catch which fell 50% by 

1995 (Wright 2009). 

Food scarcity had inevitable health consequences among the Cuban population.  In 

the first years of the Special Period, Cuban calorie intake dropped by almost one-

third.  Daily intake fell 30% from 3,052 calories in 1989 to 2,099 calories in 1993 

(USDA 2008).  Other estimates are lower, for example, Mesa-Lago (1998) reports a 

drop of 2,845 calories per day in 1989 to 1670 in 1994. Moreover, it is estimated 

that, for some vulnerable groups who depended on the state ration, such as the 

very old, daily intake fell to 1,450 calories (USDA 2008).  Mortality rates among the 

elderly rose by 10% in the period 1989 to 1993 (Mesa-Lago 1998). Over 50% of 

pregnant women and infants suffered from anaemia in 1991. 
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From 1991 to 1993, more than 50,000 people contracted optic neuropathy, with 

20,000 made permanently blind. This condition was attributed to vitamin B 

deficiency and excessive carbohydrate intake. The State responded by distributing 

multivitamin complexes, which brought the epidemic under control (Garfield and 

Santana 1997; Hatchwell and Calder 1995; Roman 1995; Wright 2009).  Wright 

(2009) also reports instances of iodine deficiency in remote, mountainous areas.  

These diet-related health problems confirm the risks of a re-localised diet (Darrell 

2010), contrary to the more sanguine view generally held within the Transition 

movement, and points up the need for research into dietary impacts and pre-

emptive strategies as part of transition planning. 

By the late 1990’s, the situation in Cuba stabilised, with food production and 

availability brought back to adequate levels.  Cuba’s food security was re-

established, and per capita daily calorie intake reached 2585 (Sinclair and 

Thompson 2002).  This was largely accomplished using alternative, and more 

sustainable, food production methods.  However, there were pre-existing resilience 

factors that helped mitigate the worst impacts of the Special Period, and 

contributed to the country’s successful adaptation. 

Pre-existing resilience factors 

Cuban resilience during the Special Period was attributable not just to the ways in 

which the government and society responded, but also to systemic factors, policies, 

resources and infrastructure that existed prior to the crisis.  These include: the 

beneficial impacts of international isolation; an entitlement based approach to 

public health and nutrition; government commitment to rural development; a 

modernised and adaptable peasant sector that had conserved traditional farming 

practices; established programmes of research into sustainable agriculture; and the 

creation of strategic emergency reserves.  



 

Page | 197  

 

International isolation and Cuban food sovereignty 

The US embargo, and policy of isolating Cuba, had the unintended effect of 

protecting the country from the damaging impacts of structural adjustment and 

globalisation.  Cuba was excluded from international trade agreements, such as 

GATT, and not subject to structural adjustment interventions from the IMF and 

World Bank that would have undermined social policies promoting equity and 

national food sovereignty.  Trade liberalisation in other Latin American countries led 

to increasing social inequity, concentration of land ownership, and the decimation 

of small-scale peasant farming (Gonzalez 2004; Sinclair and Thompson 2001).  As 

argued below, social equity and small-scale farming are critical features of a 

resilient, sustainable food system, and are at risk from corporatisation of 

agriculture.  This raises questions about Transition movement strategy, insofar as it 

focuses exclusively on promoting positive, local-scale innovations, while ignoring 

the threats to these innovations emanating from the wider global political economy 

of food. 

Another related benefit of international isolation was the absence of agribusiness 

transnationals in Cuba.  Despite the prevalence of an ‘industrialised mindset’ within 

the state farming sector and state institutions, this was not reinforced by private 

sector interests, allowing greater space for experimentation with sustainable 

farming methods during the Special Period crisis (Wright 2009: 237).   

Social equity and an entitlement approach to public health 

Despite deprivation and hunger experienced in the early years of the Special Period, 

there were no ‘food riots’, in contrast to countries that underwent food crises in 

2007/8, and during the ‘Arab Spring’.  Arguably, this is attributable to the Castro 

regime’s historic commitment to social equity, evidenced by its high ranking in the 

UNDP’s Human Development Index.  Socialist principles of equity and solidarity, 

complemented by traditional cultural values supporting cooperativism, have 

contributed to the resilience and cohesion of Cuban society.  The authors of the 

Oxfam USA report observed that, 
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‘many Cubans feel a sense of entitlement, that they have high expectations, 

and are motivated to achieve. They also feel social commitment and 

collective responsibility, which are key to the functioning of cooperatives 

and to the health of the larger society’ (Sinclair and Thompson 2001: 

unpaginated). 

Underpinning Cuba’s success in avoiding widespread famine was a political 

commitment to equitable access to public health and nutrition, based on socialist 

principles.  The Ministry of Public Health has a powerful position within Cuba, and is 

responsible for coordinating public health priorities across other sectors.  Despite its 

ranking as a low to middle-income country, Cuba’s health indicators are on a par 

with high income countries.  For instance, World Health Organisation Statistics in 

2011 (cited in Lynch 2008) showed the infant mortality rate (the number of infant 

deaths under one year per 1000 live births) in Cuba was 5.  This compared to the 

same figure in the UK, and 7 in the US.  Life expectancy in Cuba was 78 years, 80 in 

UK, and 79 in the US.  Cuba achieved these results with a per capita total 

expenditure on health equivalent to $672, a fraction of expenditure in the UK and 

US, which stood at $3771 and $7164 respectively.  This success is associated with an 

emphasis on positive health promotion, primary care, prevention of illness, citizen 

empowerment, and equitable access informed by a socialist ethos (Lynch 2008).  

The political commitment to social equity, especially in health, has strengthened 

regime legitimacy, and contributed to Cuban resilience during the Special Period.  

Prioritisation of rural development 

The regime’s investment in rural infrastructure, prior to the Special Period, also 

reflected commitment to social equity, and was a critical factor enhancing food 

system resilience.  The government pro-actively encouraged people to stay in rural 

areas, ensuring the availability of accessible healthcare, education, and cultural 

facilities.  In contrast to the global norm of rural to urban migration, and an aging 

rural population, Cuba has retained a vibrant, agrarian economy.  The capital 

Havana, has a population of just over 2 million, out of a total population of 11 
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million.  Coyula and Hamberg (2003) report that the annual rate of urban growth in 

Cuba ‘has been one of the lowest in Latin America, and, unlike other countries in 

the region, urban growth occurred primarily outside the capital’ (ibid: 2). 

A traditional peasant sector with modernised infrastructure 

As stated above, large state farms covered 80% of Cuba’s agricultural land, and the 

remaining 20% was privately owned by peasant smallholders or campesinos, either 

as independent farmers or organised as cooperatives.  Investment in rural 

infrastructure, including roads and electrification, meant that Cuba’s peasant sector 

was relatively modernised compared to other Latin American countries.  However, 

because they were given less government support than the state farms, in terms of 

agricultural inputs, machinery and extension, they continued to practice many 

traditional low-input, organic and agroecological farming methods, and were 

therefore less affected by the crisis, and the shortage of agricultural inputs. 

Traditional skills, such as, seed saving, inter-cropping, use of organic fertilizers and 

animal traction, were then disseminated widely during the Special Period, using 

farmer-to-farmer extension methodology.  Peasant farmers were also quicker than 

the state sector in adapting to, and taking-up, new organic and agroecological 

practices.  Even in 1989, with only 20% of agricultural land, and little government 

support, the non-state, peasant sector produced 35% of food for domestic 

consumption, and 48 % of food exports (Wright 2009).  During the worst years of 

the Special Period, the contribution of the peasant sector was one of the most 

significant factors in keeping Cuba from famine.  As stated above, there is a 

tendency in the Transition movement literature to pay more attention to the 

development of urban agriculture in Cuba, than the more central role of peasant 

farmers practising traditional agroecological farming. 

Research and extension capacity 

The spread of sustainable farming methods was assisted by a programme of 

research, and related extension infrastructure, that had been developing since the 

1970’s.  Initially, this research prioritised development of biological pest 
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management, in response to concerns about increasing chemical pesticide 

resistance, and the decline of natural predators of pest insects (Perez and Vazquez 

2002).  Biological pest management strategies involved the use of natural pesticides 

such as, ants, trap crops, bacteria, and parasitic wasps.  By the end of the 1980’s, 

there was on-going research into bio-pesticides, bio-fertilizers, as well as organic 

and agroecological alternatives to industrial farming (Rosset and Benjamin 1995).  

There was an established network of over 220 regional research and extension 

centres, or CREEs (Centres for the Reproduction of Entomophagens and 

Entomopathogens), responsible for producing and distributing biological pest and 

disease control agents.  These centres were mobilised during the Special Period to 

disseminate a wide range of alternative farming practices.  In the early years of the 

Special Period, extension methodology tended to follow a conventional top-down, 

‘expert’-led approach, and was relatively ineffective (Wright 2009).  The more 

successful farmer-to-farmer methodology emerged at a later stage of the Special 

Period, with the support of ANAP, the National Association of Small Farmers (Rosset 

et al 2011). 

Strategic emergency reserves 

An essential factor, in terms of pre-existing resilience, was the creation of national 

reserves, including fuel, food, fertilizers, seed, and medicines.  These were 

maintained as a response to continuing US hostility towards the Castro regime.  

Many accounts of the Special Period suggest immediate, dramatic shortages, but 

availability of strategic reserves meant the full impact of the crisis, which started in 

1989-90, was not felt until 1993-94 (Wright 2009).  This allowed a temporary buffer, 

or transition phase, in which to develop adaptive coping responses and strategies.  

This is a critical lesson, in the event of a more rapid peak oil collapse scenario, and 

poses questions regarding current assumptions of a gradual energy descent within 

the Transition movement.  There may be a case for lobbying government to analyse 

food system vulnerabilities, and develop appropriate contingency plans.  

Additionally, the Transition movement might consider supporting community 

emergency preparedness and contingency planning. 
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Coping responses and strategies during the Special Period 

The following section will provide an overview of the main responses and strategies 

to ensure food security during the Special Period, and will then focus on key issues 

offering additional insight and learning that challenges, or builds on, the Transition 

literature.  Coping responses and strategies are addressed under the following sub-

headings: farming methods; restructuring of food and farm sector; food security and 

social equity; and centrally planned urban-rural migration.   

Farming methods 

The loss of oil and agricultural inputs led to a disastrous collapse of production from 

the large state farms that relied on large-scale, high input industrial farming.  Prior 

to the Special Period, average sugar production was over 7 million tons.  By 1993, it 

had fallen to 4.2 million tons (Enriquez 2000). However, low-input, small-scale 

family and cooperative farming, using traditional organic and agroecological 

methods, proved to be resilient.  Before the Special Period, private farmers, with 

only 20% of total farmland, contributed 35% of national production (Funes et al 

2002).  Deere (1997) reports that in 1990 there were 1305 private production co-

operatives.  85% of these were generating end-of-year profits, and continued to 

out-perform the state farms as the crisis continued.  Many maintained or increased 

their deliveries to the state, even as they began establishing full self-provisioning for 

their members. It was the resilience and productivity of the campesino cooperatives 

that prompted the Cuban government to co-operatise the failing state farms (Deere 

1997). 

The large state farms were broken up into smaller worker cooperatives, and 

widespread adoption of organic and agroecological approaches was encouraged, 

including: substitution of agri-chemical inputs with organic fertilizers and bio-

pesticides, such as animal and green manures, and use of predator insects;  and 

reversion to hardy, self-reliant crop varieties and livestock breeds adapted to local 

environments. Other traditional, agroecological practices were actively 

disseminated, such as: inter-cropping, use of nitrogen-fixing cover crops, 
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vermiculture composting, agroforestry, and animal traction (Alvarez and Messina 

1996; Enriquez 2000; Rosset 2000; Rosset et al 2011; Sinclair and Thompson 2001; 

Warwick 1999; Wright 2009). 

The emphasis during the early stages of the Special Period was primarily on ‘input 

substitution’, for example replacing chemical fertilizers and pesticides with 

biological alternatives.  Whereas, fully developed agroecology involves small-scale 

mixed farming, minimisation of external inputs (including bio-fertilizers and 

pesticides), maximisation of self-reliance and self-provisioning in food, fuel, 

fertilizer, and feed, and management of local eco-systems to optimise eco-systems 

services, such as pollination, pest control, irrigation and drainage.  A ‘patchwork of 

approaches’, including organic, agroecological and industrial methods, evolved 

during the Special Period (Wright 2009: 135), and, as discussed below, a more fully-

integrated approach to agroecology emerged at a later stage, subsequent to the 

Special Period (Rosset et al 2011).  

As mentioned above, over 220 regional extension centres (CREEs)43 were created in 

the 1980’s to develop and disseminate biological alternatives to chemical 

pesticides.  In the Special Period, they were mobilised to encourage further input 

substitution through take-up of organic and agroecological methods. However, they 

had limited success, partly because of farmers’ distrust of state extension workers.  

In the latter years of the Special Period, state agricultural extension work was 

complemented by farmer-to-farmer extension methodology, led by the peasant 

smallholder association, ANAP.  ANAP placed more emphasis on fully integrated 

agroecological practice and farmers’ local knowledge.  As Rosset et al (2011) 

observe, 

‘The fact that agroecology is based on applying principles in ways that 

depend on local realities means that the local knowledge and ingenuity of 
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 Centres for the Reproduction of Entomophages and Entomopathogens. 



 

Page | 203  

 

farmers must necessarily take a front seat, as farmers cannot blindly follow 

pesticide and fertilizer recommendations prescribed on a recipe basis by 

extension agents or salesmen’ (ibid: 168). 

The more central role accorded to ANAP represented a significant change in the 

state’s relationship to farmers.  Under the industrial farming paradigm, extension 

support was state-led and technocratic, whereas, the conditions prevailing during 

the Special Period disrupted this approach, allowing development of participatory 

extension methodologies, and a leading role for ANAP, a civil society organisation 

previously ignored by the regime. As argued below, this reflected a general 

relinquishing of centralised control that emerges as a pattern in many of the 

regime’s responses to specific challenges during the Special Period.  This pattern is 

evident in many government reforms carried out as part of a restructuring of the 

food and farming system.  This led to decentralisation of agricultural production and 

distribution that combined a degree of regulated market liberalisation with 

planning at national and sub-national levels.  As discussed in Section 6.3, this 

pattern of decentralisation suggests a similar process may unfold in a post-peak oil 

context, presenting opportunities for development of Transition movement political 

strategy.   

Restructuring of food and farming system 

As noted above, the large state farms, were unable to adapt to the scarcities of fuel 

and chemical inputs during the Special Period, prompting the government to 

promote take-up of organic and agroecological methods.  Additionally, the state 

farms were broken up into smaller worker-run cooperatives, with rights of usufruct 

(indefinite free lease) to state owned land (Sinclair and Thompson 2001; Wright 

2009). Moreover, more resources were directed to building the management and 

marketing capacity of private sector co-operatives.  These reforms were part of a 

wider trend away from centralised planning which included partial liberalisation of 

food production and distribution.  Smaller parcels of state-owned land, up to half a 

hectare, and totally 11,000 hectares, were given over with indefinite rights of 
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usufruct to approximately 45,800 individuals for food production (Enríquez 2000; 

Wright 2005, 2009).   

With regard to food distribution, prior to 1989, the Ministry of Agriculture agency, 

Acopio, was the sole legal buyer and distributor of agricultural produce.  The 

shortage of fuel during the Special Period disrupted state food collection and 

distribution systems. A black market in food rapidly developed, with sellers charging 

exorbitant prices.  This prompted the government to liberalise food distribution, 

allow the creation of farmers’ food markets and private food businesses, while 

maintaining some controls over pricing (Sinclair and Thompson 2001; Wright 2009). 

A further liberalisation occurred in relation to development of urban agriculture. 

Prior to 1989, urban agriculture was rare, considered a sign of poverty and 

underdevelopment, and was largely prohibited (Gonzalez 2003). Its development 

during the Special Period was initially a spontaneous, ‘grass-roots’ movement. 

People began growing vegetables in backyards, which was permissible by law, but 

also on patios, front yards and rooftops, which was prohibited.  Informal street 

markets appeared which were also illegal, as were occupations of vacant land.  Land 

occupations began in Havana in 1992 and spread rapidly to other urban centres.  

Two years later, in 1994, the government responded to these ‘extra-legal, survival 

strategies’ (ibid: 731) by formalising the claims to occupied vacant land, legalising 

urban food markets, and by creating a Department of Urban Agriculture within the 

Ministry of Agriculture.  It also set up a network of agricultural stores providing 

tools, organic inputs, and extension support; and allocated researchers to work on 

urban food systems.   

In conjunction with this series of liberalising reforms, the state also underwent a 

degree of decentralisation.  Energy and fuel shortages had incapacitating impacts 

on centralised government departments, based in the capital, Havana.  The 

regime’s response was to decentralise key public services, including education, 

health, and support for food production.  Universities, based predominantly in 

urban areas, were re-localised, with campuses established in all 169 municipalities; 
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and similarly, health services, were dispersed to local communities, achieving a ratio 

of 1 doctor per 176 residents (Piercy et al 2010). 

The Ministry of Agriculture also decentralised many of its functions and agencies.  

As mentioned above, a network of local biological pest management centres was 

created. There was a partial decentralisation of food planning to provincial and 

municipal levels, but central government retained overall responsibility for 

production planning and food security. Seed supply, agricultural extension and 

research were all decentralised to the provincial level.  This resulted in greater 

coordination and ‘joined-up’ policy-making between the different regionalised 

agencies and institutes, and also the development of a more collaborative and 

participatory approach between researchers, extension workers and farmers 

(Wright 2009).  The significance of this process of liberalisation and relinquishing of 

centralised control is discussed in Section 6.3 below. 

Food security and social equity 

Two policy areas where the state continued to have a strong interventionist 

approach were in relation to promoting equitable distribution and access to food, 

and ensuring labour supply to agriculture.  A basic state food ration had existed 

since 1962 and included a limited number of food items.  This was now extended to 

almost all produce.  Vulnerable groups, including the elderly, disabled, and single 

mothers were supported with targeted food programmes under the Social Security 

System established in 1979.  Additional food supplies were provided to hospitals 

and schools.  Farmers, as noted above, were required to self-provision and forego 

their right to the state ration.  The principle of self-provisioning was extended to all 

government offices and the armed forces.  Lawns and green spaces around 

government offices were converted to food production to supply their canteens, 

reminiscent of the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign in Britain during WWII.  In 1995, the 

minister for the armed forces announced the military would no longer procure food 

from civilian sources, but would instead self-provision and contribute a surplus to 

the state rationing system.  Young recruits were given the option of military service 
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or working in one of 93 farms run by the military (Murphy 1999).  This contrasts 

with the North Korean regime’s response, where political and military elites 

prioritised their own resource needs over those of the general population, allowing 

millions to die of starvation (Williams et al 2002; Yu 2007).  In Cuba, there was no 

mass starvation during the Special Period, and no food riots. 

The rationing system, while planned centrally, was organised on a provincial basis, 

with each province aiming for self-sufficiency in staples.  In practice, this was not 

possible given differing climates and soil fertility.  It was therefore the task of 

Acopio to meet localised deficits with surplus sourced from other provinces, or from 

emergency reserves.  In addition, the Cuban government established the Food and 

Nutrition Surveillance System (SISVAN), effectively, a food security monitoring 

network that continually assessed food availability, accessibility and nutritional 

adequacy.  It brought together nutritional experts, national and provincial 

government staff, and representatives from agriculture, commerce, education, and 

public health.  Nutritional data was routinely assessed to identify regional shortfalls 

and recommend appropriate interventions.  SISVAN is now recognised as a model of 

best practice internationally (Wright 2009). A key lesson from this for the Transition 

movement, is the need for advance planning to ensure an adequate, healthy diet, 

and to base this planning on an inter-regional approach rather than simply localised.  

As argued in Section 6.3, there is a need to establish inter-regional networks, in 

advance of energy descent, to facilitate mutual aid and support. 

Centrally planned urban-rural migration 

A centrally planned, coordinated approach to agricultural labour supply was also 

evident.  Fuel shortages compelled a shift from highly mechanised farming to a 

more labour-intensive approach.  Although migration from rural areas to the cities 

had been relatively low in Cuba, nonetheless, this flow now had to be reversed.  

Urban residents were enlisted to work for at least 2 weeks on food production in 

the countryside, or up to two years.  New housing was constructed to 

accommodate the influx of new workers (Deere, Pérez and Gonzales 1994; Wright 
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2009).  As noted above, young army recruits were given the option of agricultural 

work, and were encouraged to remain when their military service ended.  Various 

incentives were developed to make agriculture more attractive, including: higher 

farm gate prices; an increase in agricultural wages; and provision of housing (Deere 

et al 1995; Wright 2009).  By the end of the Special Period, migration from cities to 

the countryside had gained its own momentum, with many returning to family land 

because of the relative improvement in conditions and financial remuneration from 

farming (Wright 2009)44.   

The pattern of relinquishing centralised control, and the complementary mix of 

centralised planning with decentralisation, evident in many of the Cuban regime’s 

responses to the Special Period are further discussed in the next section. 

6.3 DISCUSSION 

The Cuban Special Period confirms much of what is written in the Transition 

literature regarding the impacts of peak oil and proposed coping strategies, notably 

the analysis of industrialised agriculture, and, in particular, its vulnerability to loss of 

fossil energy and fossil fuel-based inputs.  This analysis can equally be extended to 

the model of large-scale, industrialised GM crop production, described in Chapter 4, 

which is currently being imposed on the global South. Similarly, the Cuban 

experience also confirms the resilience of small-scale, low-input agriculture using 

organic farming methods.  However, there appears to be little or no specific 

awareness among Transition authors of agroecology.  The emphasis instead is 

invariably on either organic or permacultural approaches.  This is probably due in 

part to the Transition movement’s location in the global North, where organic 

farming and permaculture are seen as the main alternatives to industrial 
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 It is interesting to observe that the same phenomenon of urban-rural migration, and return to 

family farms, is occurring in austerity-stricken Greece, and without incentivisation from government 

(Psaropoulos 2013). 
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agriculture.  Agroecology has evolved, and is practised, primarily in the global 

South.  The relative merits of organic, permaculture, and agroecological approaches 

is discussed in more detail below.  The Special Period also confirms the emphasis 

the Transition movement places on urban agriculture.  Indeed, the success of Cuban 

urban agriculture is presented as an inspiring model (Pinkerton and Hopkins 2009).  

However, the initial illegality of urban agriculture in Cuba, and associated land 

occupations, street markets and food businesses, has not been highlighted or 

explored, and the potential role of direct action is not considered in Transition 

literature.  The Cuban example of ‘insurgent planning’ (Holston 2008; Sandercock 

1998; Miraftab 2009) represents an effective way of bringing about needed policy 

change, and is further discussed below.  A third theme, explored below, emerging 

from examination of the Special Period, is the pattern of relinquishing centralised 

control in response to specific challenges.  This may indicate a potential trajectory, 

with risks and opportunities, that may occur in other contexts as large, centralised 

states become increasingly debilitated by energy scarcity.   

Before examining further these three themes, it is important to identify and 

comment on other additional or divergent learning arising from the Special Period.  

This includes: the risks associated with a localised food system in terms of 

nutritional adequacy and regional shortfalls; the multiple import dependencies 

accompanying industrialised agriculture; the critical role of national reserves; the 

benign role of the Cuban armed forces; and the poor resilience of crop varieties and 

livestock breeds adapted to industrialised farming methods. 

Regarding a localised diet, the Cuban experience confirmed the minority view of 

Darrell (2010), within the Transition literature, concerning the potential nutritional 

deficiencies, and associated health risks, of a localised diet.  Moreover, it 

highlighted the need for ongoing health and nutrition monitoring to address these 

risks.  Cuba’s model food security monitoring system, SISVAN, also draws attention 

to a further dimension of food security not anticipated in the Transition literature, 

namely, the risks of regional food shortages and the need to coordinate sharing of 
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surpluses between regions.  This indicates the need for Transition thinking beyond 

the local scale, and for mutually supportive networks across regions in the event of 

shortfalls, or nutritional deficiencies.  

The Special Period exposed the multiple import dependencies associated with 

industrialised agriculture, and impacting on national food security.  These included 

not just food and fuel imports, but also livestock feed, seeds, agri-chemicals, animal 

medicines, and specialist equipment.  Food security is therefore more than just a 

question of food availability. Any assessment of national food system resilience 

would need to take these multiple dependencies into account.  Of critical 

importance in responding to the loss of these agricultural inputs were Cuba’s 

national reserves, including stocks of food, fuel, fertilizers, seed, and medicines.  

Under neoliberal structural adjustment programmes, favouring markets over state 

intervention, large reserves of food, or other commodities essential to agriculture, 

are not considered a priority.   

The contribution of Cuba’s armed forces during the Special Period was strikingly 

benign, especially by comparison with the way in which the North Korean military 

maintained high levels of resource consumption, at the cost of mass starvation.  As 

shown in Chapter 3, some of the US and German military literature addressing peak 

oil, proposed a constructive role for the armed forces as a catalyst for social 

transformation.  The Cuban Special Period provides encouraging evidence of this 

potential contribution of the military to transition, and merits further exploration by 

the Transition movement.  As with issues of emergency planning and development 

of inter-regional support networks, engagement with the armed forces, also implies 

an advocacy role extending beyond the local scale. 

Finally, the weak resilience of crop varieties and livestock breeds adapted to 

industrialised farming conditions also requires further research.  Firstly, the 

vulnerabilities of existing industrial farming crops and livestock to low-input, 

energy-scarce conditions needs to be identified; and conversely, what alternative 

varieties and breeds would be more resilient and adapted to these constraints?  The 
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corporate response to this challenge would be to seek monopolistic control through 

genetic engineering and the patenting of new life-forms. An agroecological 

approach, by contrast, is ‘open source’, emphasising preservation of biodiversity, 

selection of varieties and breeds adapted to local ecology, and free dissemination of 

learning and innovation.  As argued below, agroecology is a key strategic concept 

that should be central to Transition movement thinking about food system 

resilience and sustainability. 

Agroecology 

Sinclair and Thompson (2001) and Wright (2005, 2009) observe that the description 

of Cuba’s farming transition as an ‘organic revolution’ is somewhat exaggerated.  

The adoption of organic and agroecological farming methods was critical to Cuba’s 

resilience during the Special Period, but what emerged is better described as a 

‘patchwork of approaches’ (Wright 2009: 135), involving industrialised farming 

practices combined with organic and agroecological approaches.  Moreover, Wright 

(2005) distinguishes between farmers who remained committed to the 

‘industrialization paradigm’, those who moved to ‘input substitution’; and a 

minority who moved to a complete ‘redesign of production system and philosophy’ 

based on agroecological principles (ibid: 238).  Input substitution remains 

dependent on external inputs (albeit organic alternatives), and can retain many 

features of industrial agriculture, such as mono-cropping, and insensitivity to local 

ecology. 

Agroecology was discussed in Chapter 4, in relation to competing food paradigms. 

To recap, agroecology is an approach to farming that maximises self-reliance and 

works with local ecology, preserving biodiversity, and promoting synergy and 

symbiotic relationships.  It is labour and knowledge-intensive, and therefore best 

suited to small-scale farming.  Agroecological methods typically include mixed 

cropping, integrated crop and livestock farming, and self-reliance through 

minimisation of external inputs.  Pest and soil fertility management is achieved 

primarily using on-farm and local eco-system resources. In this regard, it differs 
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from organic farming, as practised in the global North, which often relies on 

external inputs, such as, biological pesticides and organic fertilizers, and may be 

large-scale, highly mechanised, and heavily dependent on fossil energy.  Moreover, 

agroecology is associated with a distinctive social and political paradigm that, as 

discussed in chapter 4, is antithetical to capitalist industrial agriculture.  By contrast, 

it promotes cooperativism, community solidarity and food sovereignty. 

Agroecology initially referred to specific, traditional farming practices, and has since 

developed into a scientific discipline, and a political movement45.  It integrates 

methods that in other contexts are described as organic and permacultural, it builds 

on traditional, local knowledge, and applies ecological science.  It has generated its 

own scientific discipline of agroecology. It is practised by the majority of small-scale, 

peasant farmers in the global South, and practised to a limited extent in North 

America and parts of Europe.  There is a growing body of academic literature 

arguing that agroecology is superior to industrialised agriculture, in terms of 

promoting food security and climate change resilience (De Schutter 2010a; De 

Schutter and Vanloqueren 2011; Flora 2010; Vía Campesina 2010; IAASTD 2009; 

Pretty 1999; Pretty and Hine 2001). The performance of the Cuban peasant sector 

since the Special Period appears to confirm this view. 

Rosset et al (2011) provide evidence that the peasant sector, with the assistance of 

farmer-to-farmer extension methodology led by the small farmers association, 

ANAP, has made significant progress in moving beyond input substitution towards 

‘agroecological integration’, and that the peasant sector share of national 

production consistently exceeds its percentage share of farmland, as shown in 

Figure 17.  With a little over 25% of total farmland, small-scale private farmers and 

cooperatives are dramatically out-performing the state sector in every food 

category.  The major difference, since the Special Period, according to Rosset et al 

                                                      

45
 For an account of the evolution of agroecology, see Wezel et al (2009).   
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(2011), is the widespread transition to more fully integrated agroecological farming 

systems. 

Figure 17: Cuban peasant sector - % share of farmland, national production of key crops, 
and cattle ownership 

 

Source: Rosset et al (2011) 

Rosset et al also make an important distinction between agroecology and the 

practice of certified organic farming in the global North: 

‘[Agroecology] is quite different from the type of organic farming, common 

especially in Northern countries that is based on recipe-like substitution of 

toxic inputs with less noxious ones from approved lists, which are also 

largely purchased off farm. This kind of input substitution leaves intact 

dependency on the external input market and the ecological, social and 

economic vulnerabilities of monocultures’ (ibid: 164) 

Furthermore, they make the case that agroecology, as practiced in the global South, 

is more productive than industrial agriculture, and that both agroecological and 

industrial farming consistently out-perform organic farming based on input 

substitution, as practised in the global North.  Organic fertilizer or pesticide inputs 

generally have a weaker effect than chemical inputs.  In their view, it is only the 

fully integrated agroecological approach that is capable of out-performing industrial 

agriculture.  
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This indicates a more nuanced understanding of sustainable farming practices than 

is at present found in Transition literature.  It has important implications for the 

organisation of farms, as well as the organisation of the farming sector.  Firstly, the 

distinction between input substitution and agroecological integration suggests a 

transitional pathway to self-reliant, sustainable farming.  The farmer-to-farmer 

extension methodology, or ‘peasant pedagogy’, advocated by Rosset et al (2011), 

prescribes limiting the introduction of new methods, in order not to overwhelm 

with too many new practices at the same time. Gradual input substitution and 

incremental adoption of organic and agroecological practices might therefore be a 

more effective approach than attempting rapid, wholesale conversion.  Secondly, if 

agroecology is scaled up to the whole farming sector, it bears a remarkable 

resemblance to the self-reliant ‘peasant economy’ proposed by Massingham and 

Hyams in 1953, in their collaboration, Prophecy of Famine - a warning and the 

remedy.   They urged that: 

‘Britain’s primary objective must be to become a self-supporting nation; the 

ecologist studies the self-supporting landscape and region, while the 

peasant’s idea and practice of husbandry is the self-supporting farm’ (ibid: 

161). 

An agroecological farming sector would feature diversity, interdependence, and 

coordination.  As noted in Chapter 6, while some Transition advocates promote the 

permacultural principle of diversity at the farm level, none have applied it to the 

farm sector as a whole.  Agroecology, scaled up, would produce a diversified 

farming sector that would be more resilient in the event of specific crop or livestock 

losses. It would resemble the interdependent relationships within a natural 

ecosystem, by supporting complementary production of food, livestock feed and 

energy crops.  The transition to self-reliant, agroecological farming can therefore be 

conceived as requiring three distinct stages of development:  firstly, incremental 

input substitution, and adoption of more sustainable practices, especially as these 

become more economically attractive to conventional farmers;  secondly, 
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agroecological integration at the farm scale, that seeks to maximise self-reliance 

and minimise dependency on external inputs through mixed farming and skilful use 

of local ecology; and thirdly, scaling up the principles of agroecological integration 

to the farm sector regionally and nationally.  

Within the Transition literature much of the emphasis is on organic farming, as 

understood and practised in the global North.  As we have seen, there is some 

evidence that, unlike agroecology, organic farming is not self-sustaining and 

resilient, insofar as it relies on fossil energy and external inputs.  Nor can it match 

the productivity of industrial agriculture with input substitution alone.  There is also, 

however, widespread support for permaculture design within the Transition 

movement, which like agroecology, seeks to build resilient, self-supporting food 

production systems.  Is permaculture equivalent to agroecology?  Both promote 

regenerative food systems, and have many features in common, including:  closed 

system design; recycling of waste material; minimisation of inputs and energy use; 

functional biodiversity; ecological/organic management of soil, pests, and diseases; 

locally adapted, resilient crop varieties and livestock; agro-forestry; and 

enhancement and capturing of eco-system services.  Both draw upon traditional 

practices of small farmers in the global South.  In terms of methods and 

philosophical approach there is little to distinguish them.  The significant differences 

between them relate firstly to scale, context, track record, and scientific 

recognition, all of which count in terms of credibility with the farming community; 

and secondly, to their level of politicisation.   

While permaculture does offer a more integrated approach than current organic 

practice, agroecology (as practiced in the global South) may represent a stronger 

candidate to replace industrial farming.  Agroecology is a recognised scientific 

discipline and is strongly associated with the actual practices of farmers; whereas 

permaculture is more associated with urban and peri-urban gardening. There are 

references in the Special Period literature to the role of permaculturalists from New 

Zealand and Australia helping to establish urban agriculture in Havana, but none 
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suggesting that permaculture was extended to farm-scale agriculture (Weaver 1997 

cited in Wright 2009).  The Cuban transition to sustainable farming was led by 

indigenous peasant farmers who had preserved traditional agroecological practices, 

and was supported by a minority of Cuban agricultural scientists working within the 

agroecological paradigm that had emerged from Latin America.  Agroecology 

therefore has a proven track record at farm sector level, and, as indicated above, a 

growing body of scientific research confirming its productivity and resilience. 

Permaculture’s proven strengths are in promoting urban and peri-urban agriculture.  

The permaculturalist, David Holmgren, who has been an inspiration to the 

Transition Towns network, gives presentations on ‘retrofitting the suburbs 

[emphasis added] using permaculture strategies’ (Holmgren 2012).  Permaculture is 

a close relation to agroecology, and draws on traditional agroecological practices in 

the global South.  However, it has evolved in the global North, in urban and 

suburban contexts, as part of a green lifestyle choice, and where the majority of 

practitioners are very small-scale, part-time, subsistence growers.  Permaculture 

has an important complementary role to play in urban and peri-urban contexts, but 

would be less convincing if extended beyond these ‘food zones’46.  Agroecology, by 

contrast, has scientific recognition, and a proven track record internationally, at 

farm-scale, and at farming sector scale.  It is therefore more credible as a 

sustainable alternative to mainstream industrial agriculture. 

Finally, a further difference concerns the political dimension of agroecology that is 

generally absent from permaculture.  Agroecology is championed by La Via 

Campesina, an international network of peasant organisations, that adopts a radical 

and oppositional politics in relation to neo-liberal globalisation and the ‘corporate 

food regime’ (Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2012; McMichael 2012; Martınez-Torres and 

                                                      

46
 For an illustration of the ‘food zones’ concept see http://www.growingcommunities.org/start-

ups/what-is-gc/manifesto-feeding-cities/explore-food-zones/.   

http://www.growingcommunities.org/start-ups/what-is-gc/manifesto-feeding-cities/explore-food-zones/
http://www.growingcommunities.org/start-ups/what-is-gc/manifesto-feeding-cities/explore-food-zones/
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Rosset 2010).  La Via Campesina originated in Latin America and was formally 

constituted in 1983.  It has now established itself as a key global player and the 

authentic voice of peasant and family farmers from the Americas, Asia, Africa, and 

Europe.  In particular, La Via Campesina has challenged free trade agreements and 

structural adjustment policies that allow dumping of subsidised food exports from 

the USA and Europe, and which destroyed the livelihoods of farmers in the global 

South.  It is also campaigning against land grabbing that, as discussed in Chapter 4, 

has been on-going since the food and energy price spikes in 2008, and seeks to 

exploit higher food prices and global demand for biofuels. La Via Campesina has 

sought to expose the ideological presentation of land grabbing as development aid, 

when, in reality, it has brought about the dispossession and impoverishment of 

small farmers (Franco and Borras Jr. 2013; McMichael 2012; Borras Jr. and Franco 

2010).  According to Martınez-Torres and Rosset (2010), the founding member 

organisations of La Via Campesina,  

‘developed a political analysis that identified transnational corporations and 

international finance capital as driving forces behind the WTO, World Bank, 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), and free trade agreements, and it 

therefore became imperative to organise themselves at a supra- or 

transnational level’ (ibid: 153). 

La Via Campesina contends there is a fundamental conflict between small-scale 

peasant and family farming and industrial agriculture, and between their 

corresponding worldviews and values.  It has linked the agroecological principles of 

self-reliance and input minimisation to the political concepts of autonomy and food 

sovereignty, defined not just in national terms, but applied more extensively to 

communities, and family farms.  Food sovereignty concerns the right of people to 

determine their own farming practices, as well as determining national food and 

farming policies addressing rural development, poverty, and environmental 

protection. Similar politicised discourses around food sovereignty, food justice, and 
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food democracy have found their way into the alternative food movement in North 

America, as discussed in Chapter 5.   

Permaculture, by contrast, has generally lacked a political dimension. The Australian 

permaculturalist, David Holmgren, briefly alludes to the machinations of ‘global 

power elites’ in Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond Sustainability 

(2009a), and considers the possibility of ‘corporatist or fascist’ responses to climate 

change and peak oil in Future Scenarios (2009b).  More recently, as we will see in 

Chapter 7, he has adopted a more explicitly anarchist perspective, provoking debate 

within the Transition movement (Holmgren 2013). Otherwise, the practice and 

promotion of permaculture is not generally associated with any political analysis or 

perspective, let alone a radical perspective.  This apolitical stance is shared with the 

Transition movement.  As previously stated, this situation may change as the 

economic and democratic crises deepen. The Transition , and related alternative 

food movements in the UK, may then follow the same trajectory as the North 

American alternative food movement, by developing a more politicised analysis and 

praxis.  This could even extend to direct action, as exemplified by land occupations 

carried out by the Cuban urban agriculture movement, discussed below, and by 

similar land occupations that are now occurring in Europe (Franco and Borras Jr. 

2013). 

Urban agriculture and ‘insurgent planning’ 

A key lesson from the Cuban experience is that a period of crisis and adversity may 

present opportunities for profound change, and for assertive, grass-roots 

movements to set precedents for, and effect, policy innovation. The land 

occupations and illegal urban food markets in Cuba constituted a form of ‘insurgent 

planning’, a term originally used to refer to informal, urban development 

(Sandercock 1998; Holston 2008), or oppositional activities of communities 

confronting neoliberalism in the global South, (Mirafteb 2009). Insurgent planning is 

transgressive, challenging established norms.  Fergusson (2009) describes it as, 
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‘an oppositional form of planning practice, one which recognises and 

responds to systems of governance that fail to address local concerns, and 

which is both utopian in spirit and transformative in practice’ (ibid:39). 

Insurgent planning can be oppositional, or creative and precedent-setting.  For 

example, the community-led land occupations and illegal street markets lead to 

legal rights to occupy vacant land, and state support for urban agriculture.  In the 

context of energy, food, resource and climate crises it brings an important 

contribution to adaptive governance.  ‘Adaptive governance’ is a term used in 

resilience thinking in relation to socio-ecological systems, and describes approaches 

that are needed to address complex interaction, and to manage periods of 

uncertainty and change. It is characterised by collaborative, flexible and learning-

based management across different scales. (Folke et al 2005; Olsson et al 2006; 

Ostrom, Walker and Gardner 1992).  Governance is usually associated with 

‘legitimate’ authorities and stakeholders, not oppositional movements, or ‘extra-

legal’ strategies. However, insurgent planning could extend to more strategic 

infrastructure and governance, such as local food planning and alternative food 

networks. The concept of parallel public infrastructure would support this. The 

building of parallel public infrastructure was urged by Darley et al (2005) as a 

survival response to global crises, and refers to the creation of communities, or 

‘outposts’, that establish increasing self-reliance with regard to energy, food 

systems, transportation, means of exchange, and governance.  The concept was 

taken up by the Transition movement but without the survivalist or anarchist 

connotations.  Hopkins (2010) observes that, 

‘Although Transition initiatives build infrastructure and initiatives in parallel 

to local authorities, they usually do so in a spirit of collaboration where 

appropriate’ (Hopkins 2010: 258). 

Fergusson (2009) suggests that Transition towns represent a form of insurgent 

planning insofar as they are community-led and democratised, but this is 

contradicted by centrally imposed, prescriptive criteria for formal registration and 
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approval (Fergusson 2008).  More specifically, those criteria include an explicit steer 

away from oppositional activism.  ‘Positive visioning’ is one of several principles that 

approved Transition initiatives agree to.  It states that, 

‘Our primary focus is not campaigning against things, but rather on positive, 

empowering possibilities and opportunities’ (Hopkins and Lipman 2009: 7). 

A positive aspect of the urban agriculture movement in Cuba, and its practice of 

‘insurgent planning’, is that it did not engender a conflictual relationship with the 

state. The land occupations and illegal markets were, in due course, formalised and 

supported by the regime.  Clearly, this congenial outcome will not necessarily come 

about in other political contexts, especially where the state is more repressive or 

lacks legitimacy.  Nonetheless, insurgent citizenship represents a grey area between 

oppositional activism and solutions-based activism, and challenges the perceived 

demarcation between these two strategies, evident in Transition movement 

thinking (Hopkins 2008a; Hopkins and Lipman 2009).  It provides a model for more 

assertive, precedent-setting activism that could be adopted, as an optional strategy, 

by the Transition movement. 

Relinquishing of central control 

The Cuban state’s relinquishing of centralised control in response to specific 

challenges and pressures was a recurring pattern during the Special Period.  The 

decision to break up the state farms and restructure the farming sector was a 

response to the catastrophic failure of large-scale, industrialised agriculture. The 

emergence of farmer-to-farmer extension methodology, and participatory 

agricultural research came about because the methods and expertise associated 

with industrialised agriculture were no longer applicable in the new context, leaving 

state extension workers and researchers out of their depth.  The liberalisation of 

food distribution, creation of farmers’ markets, and support for urban agriculture 

were all designed to ensure food availability in a context where state distribution 

systems were failing, a black market in food was filling this vacuum, and land 

occupations were spreading from city to city.  The decentralisation of ministries 
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based in Havana, and creation of more localised, joined up governance, was a 

response to fuel shortages.  These reforms were pragmatic reactions to pressures 

created by the Special Period, and arguably would not have come about without 

these constraints.  It was in a sense making a virtue of necessity.  Nonetheless, 

there was still an element of choice, considering how the North Korean political and 

military elites, under similar circumstances, prioritised their own resource needs, 

and allowed millions to die of starvation (Friedrichs 2010a; Williams et al 2002; Yu 

2005).  Similarly, the Cuban response contrasts with the emerging post-neoliberal 

food regime described in chapter 4, whereby the demands of affluent consumers in 

the global North are prioritised over the livelihoods and food security of rural 

communities in the global South. 

The pattern of relinquishing centralised control in Cuba was a pragmatic reaction to 

pressure or incapacitation, but also one informed by humanitarian and socialist 

values.  It indicates that a peak oil induced crisis could present positive 

opportunities for profound change and adaptation, suggesting a benign application 

of Naomi Klein’s ‘shock doctrine’ theory (Klein 2007).  This, of course, assumes that 

the political elite are pragmatic and have some vestiges of humanitarian values.  It 

also assumes an assertive, civil society initiating viable alternative models of social, 

political and economic organisation, and robustly opposing trends towards an elite 

retrenchment response.  

A further observation regarding the Cuban state’s response to the challenges of the 

Special Period, is that even where it retained central planning functions, there was 

often still a strong regional contribution.  Production for the state food ration was 

planned at the provincial level; the central state coordinated redistribution of 

surpluses to areas where there were shortfalls.  The food security monitoring 

system, SISVAN, was structured as a network with data-gathering conducted at 

provincial level, and again coordinated at national level to address dietary 

deficiencies.  It is also worth noting that Cuba’s hurricane disaster management 

system has a similar inter-regional structure and modus operandi.  It combines 
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national coordination of disaster management preparation, response and recovery 

with provincial and local level implementation.  The heads of provincial, local and 

municipal government are required by law to act as Civil Defence leaders in the 

event of disasters or invasion47.  In response to a hurricane, they take charge of 

getting people into shelters, or where necessary, mass evacuation assisted by the 

armed forces.  They are also responsible for recovery and reconstruction in their 

area, and conduct a census of damage which is passed up to the national level 

which prioritises repairs and reconstruction.  Volunteer construction workers from 

other provinces are then mobilised to the worst affected areas, and provided with 

accommodation and food by the provincial government. Cuba’s disaster 

management system is regarded as best practice internationally, and with few 

resources, consistently prevents fewer fatalities than other countries in the region, 

including the US (Thompson and Gaviria 2004; Sims and Vogelmann 2002).  As 

observed above, there are lessons here for a more ambitious advocacy role for the 

Transition movement, addressing issues like disaster management, the role of the 

military in transition, the development of inter-regional support networks, and 

integrating a stronger public health focus into transition thinking.  

The characterisation of the Cuban regime as autocratic is highly misleading.  The 

reality is far more nuanced, often combining a complementary mix of centralised 

planning and coordination with decentralised decision-making and implementation.  

The Special Period moved the regime even further towards political decentralisation 

and a degree of regulated market liberalisation.  This balance of centralised 

coordination, decentralisation, and inter-regional solidarity offers a model of 

resilient governance, especially in relation to managing peak oil induced food 

scarcities and potential collapse of critical infrastructure.  It also poses questions 

                                                      

47
 It is interesting to note that Cuban Civil Defence legislation and systems, like the strategic national 

reserves, were established primarily as preparation for possible military conflict with the US 

(Thompson and Gaviria 2004; Sims and Vogelmann 2002). 
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regarding the resilience of states that have minimal central planning and weak local 

government, such as the UK. 

6.4 CONCLUSION 

The Special Period case study is a rich source of learning regarding the impacts of 

energy scarcity on food security, mitigating factors, and coping strategies.  It adds 

to, and often diverges from, prognoses and strategies proposed within Transition 

movement literature.  It offers important lessons for national and civil society 

preparation and response to peak oil.  The generalisability of these lessons is, of 

course, qualified by limitations of the case study, and distinctive features of the 

Cuban context. Firstly, the case study did not actually involve peak oil induced 

scarcities, but circumstances, including the loss of imports and US trade embargo, 

that to some degree may have simulated the effects of peak oil for a limited period.  

At this stage, it cannot be predicted how severe the impacts of peak oil will be, and 

at what pace they will occur.  It can be surmised, however, that they will be 

continuous, perhaps for decades until a new societal equilibrium is established.  

Secondly, features distinctive to Cuba included the existence of a peasant sector 

practising traditional agroecological farming.  In most industrialised countries in the 

global North, the practice of agroecology is absent or negligible, and organic sectors 

are relatively small.  The international isolation of Cuba also contributed to its 

distinctiveness.  Isolation allowed Cuba to develop an alternative political and social 

system that prioritised social equity, and prevented the development of a corporate 

agribusiness sector that might have hindered the development of alternative, 

agroecological farming methods.  Relative isolation from the globalisation of 

western consumerism and individualist values has meant that traditional 

community-based values have been preserved (Friedrichs 2010a) and reinforced by 

the socialist ethos of the regime.  This was a critical factor in Cuba’s successful 

adaptation to the Special Period, and contrasts with the emerging transnational 

elite retrenchment scenario in western liberal democracies which represents a 

hostile environment for a similar socio-economic adaptation. Cuba is not a major 
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power, and is therefore not tempted to seize other countries’ resources by invasion 

or ‘legitimised’ land-grabbing.  Lastly, its distinctive one-party political system with 

its mix of centralised planning and decentralisation, contrasts with liberal-

democratic systems.  It is a political structure shaped by military and civil defence 

strategic thinking in response to the ongoing threat of invasion.  It was therefore 

particularly resilient in coping with the Special Period emergency. 

Notwithstanding the distinctive features of the Cuban context, it remains a vital 

source of learning regarding the impacts of energy scarcity that is applicable to 

other national contexts.  Specific lessons that emerge from the Cuban case study, 

and which are additional to, or divergent from, the proposed strategies and 

perspectives contained in the Transition literature, can be clustered into two broad 

sets of issues.  The first cluster relates to agricultural methods and organisation, and 

the second to the politics and governance of the food system.  With regard to the 

first cluster, the Special Period exposed multiple input and import dependencies 

associated with industrial agriculture, at both farm scale and national scale.  This 

reinforces the argument for a more critical analysis of the global political economy 

of food, and a more politicised understanding of food system self-reliance, in line 

with the global ‘food sovereignty’ movement. It also exposed the poor resilience of 

crop varieties and livestock breeds, adapted to industrial farming methods, and 

which failed to thrive in low input conditions.  This lends support to the claims of 

agroecology (a system promoting low input farming methods and self-reliance 

within specific local ecologies) as a more resilient farming system compared to both 

industrial agriculture and organic farming, as practised in the global North. The 

existence of a relatively small peasant sector practising traditional agroecological 

methods was critical to Cuba’s survival and adaptive response to energy scarcity.  

The peasant sector, comprising small family farms and cooperatives, proved to be 

resilient under the energy and input-constrained conditions of the Special Period, 

disproportionately productive, and became a model for restructuring the large-

scale, industrialised state farms.  The Transition movement has tended to focus on 

the growth and success of urban agriculture during the Special Period, overlooking 
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the importance of the peasant farming sector. Small farms, attuned to the 

constraints of local ecology, will be the bedrock of the Transition movement’s vision 

for a sustainable, post-carbon food system.  For this reason, threats posed to small 

family farming in Europe by the corporatisation of agriculture, and specifically the 

proposed Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), call for a more 

critical and politicised response from the Transition movement.   

The achievements of the Cuban peasant sector demonstrated the resilience and 

productivity of agroecological farming methods.  Agroecology includes organic 

methods, but goes far beyond organic farming, as practised in the global North, in 

terms of self-reliance and integration with local ecology.  The Cuban experience 

suggests the possibility of incremental transition from industrial agriculture to fully 

integrated agroecological farming systems.  Globally, agroecology is also associated 

with co-operativism, community solidarity, ‘food sovereignty’, and an oppositional 

stance towards the corporatisation of agriculture.  This offers potential for the 

Transition movement to extend its present emphasis on promoting urban-based 

permaculture to include farm-scale agroecology.  The case for explicitly adopting 

the social and political values associated with agroecology will be made in the next 

chapter. 

The second cluster of issues concerns the politics and governance of the food 

system.  The Special Period highlighted the critical role of national buffer stocks of 

food, fuel, fertilizer, and other essential commodities. This has implications for both 

national government contingency planning and the Transition movement’s position 

on community emergency planning.  Cuban experience confirmed the health risks 

of a re-localised diet and the need for inter-regional networks to monitor health 

impacts and inform redistribution of food surpluses.  Current thinking within the 

Transition movement regarding local food system planning therefore needs to be 

extended to regional and inter-regional scales.   The spread of urban agriculture 

during the Special Period is held up as a model by the Transition movement.  What 

is overlooked is that this was achieved, in the early years, through illegal, direct 

action, namely, land occupations and food markets that were subsequently 
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legitimised by the Cuban regime.  This example of ‘insurgent planning’ suggests the 

possibility of the Transition movement itself adopting assertive, even oppositional, 

tactics that could precipitate adaptive policy innovations. Finally, the Cuban regime 

displayed a recurring pattern of relinquishing centralised control in response to 

specific challenges and pressures arising from the Special Period.  This points to 

both opportunities and risks that may attend post-peak oil energy descent as 

central government becomes increasingly weakened.  It presents opportunities for 

decentralisation of power, but also the risk of political and social collapse.  The 

implications for Transition movement strategy of these opportunities and risks are 

further explored in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7: The Politics of Transition 

‘All this suggests that sustainability needs a kick-start. Where is it going to come from? The 

private sector has its limitations; the voluntary sector is just that - voluntary; civil society 

can be a source of social experimentation, but it is hard to see how it can reach into all 

corners of social and political life to the degree required. This leaves the state as an under-

explored agent for sustainability … it is time to put government at the centre of the 

argument for sustainability [emphasis added]’ 

       Andrew Dobson (2007) 

‘I don’t see any change possibly happening unless civil society really gets up, acts together, 

and influences both the State and the market. Civil society is where I think the action needs 

to be, where there may be the source of change [emphasis added]. And if it doesn’t come 

from there, then we are not going to get it at all’    

       Andrew Dobson (2014: 140) 

 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

The central question, this thesis addresses, is given the potential risks of peak oil to 

industrial civilisation, and the industrialised food system, what are the implications 

for the Transition movement regarding its strategic approach generally, and its 

proposals for food security specifically?  Part I explored wider contextual issues, 

including the potential range of plausible post-peak societal scenarios, and 

identified trends indicating the emergence of a specific elite retrenchment scenario.  

Chapter 2 concluded that a peak in conventional oil has already occurred, and a 

precarious global production plateau is being maintained by exploitation of non-

conventional fossil energy. It was also argued that, in the absence of an alternative 

energy source that can match the energy density and versatility of oil, peak oil will 

inevitably result in forced energy descent.  This excludes the possibility of continued 

economic growth, including growth based on green technology, and also excludes 

steady state and planned degrowth options.  Critical uncertainties relate to whether 

energy descent will be a gradual, manageable process, or a rapid, catastrophic 

collapse.  A gradual, managed energy descent cannot therefore be taken for 
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granted.  A further key uncertainty is how citizens and political leaders will respond 

to peak oil. Will they adapt creatively to the constraints of energy scarcity or seek to 

maintain socio-economic systems and lifestyles that are no longer sustainable? 

Chapter 3 identified the emergence of an elite retrenchment scenario characterised 

by unrestrained exploitation of ‘brown tech’ energy sources, a foreign policy of 

energy imperialism, and a domestic policy of increased social control and 

surveillance.  This scenario also features the erosion of liberal democracy within 

Western nation-states, and the emergence of informal, transnational governance 

arising from networking between national political elites and transnational 

corporate elites.  It is therefore unlikely that the Transition movement will be able 

to achieve any substantial partnership with national government, and may indeed 

find itself, in opposition to government policy, especially regarding energy policy 

and food security.  

Chapter 4 argued that the elite retrenchment scenario is manifesting within the 

global food system through land-grabbing and the imposition of export-oriented 

production of GM food, feed, and biofuel crops.  These developments represent a 

shift away from orthodox neoliberalism towards a form of ‘security mercantilism’ 

(McMichael 2013).  This reinforces the point that state support for Transition 

movement aims is unlikely.  Insofar as national government is implicated in the 

development of this emerging imperialist food regime, it is unlikely to offer genuine 

assistance to creation of sustainable, relocalised food systems.  This also has 

implications for the Transition movement’s ethical stance regarding exploitation of 

farming communities in the global South in order to meet the demands of 

consumers in the global North.   

In light of the findings and conclusions of Part I, Part II then focussed on the central 

question addressed by the thesis regarding the Transition movement’s strategic 

approach generally, and its proposals for food security specifically.  Chapter 5 

critically assessed analyses and proposals from the Transition movement concerning 

peak oil and food security.  It was argued the most promising development the 

Transition movement has been associated with, in the UK and Ireland, has been the 
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creation of Food Policy Councils, based on a similar approach in North America.  The 

FPC model offers a potential lynchpin for coordinating transition to local or regional 

food system planning. It prefigures a form of participatory, joined-up, local 

governance that could be extended to other policy areas.  However, adoption of 

this model, by the Transition movement, would benefit from more explicit 

incorporation of social justice and food democracy themes, as is the case within the 

North American alternative food movement.  This would lead to a more politicised, 

and potentially oppositional approach, to local food advocacy.  

The least promising proposals are those requiring government intervention and 

planning, such as a ‘wartime mobilisation’ to maximise national self-reliance and 

promote local food production.  These proposals go against prevailing neoliberal 

‘free market’ ideology, and are politically unrealistic in light of emerging trends 

towards resource imperialism.  This reflects a restricted focus on practical socio-

technological niche incrementalism, at the expense of wider systemic critique.  This 

suggests a degree of complacency regarding the continuation of existing economic, 

political and social systems, perhaps associated with the assumption of gradual 

energy descent. A further explanation may be the strategy of striving to be broadly 

acceptable as a social movement, and not wishing to be seen as ‘political’, in order 

to maximise public support.  The emphasis is therefore on positive, local and 

practical solutions, not social critique, or oppositional politics.   

Hence, proposals for re-localised food systems identify the vulnerability of fossil 

energy-dependent industrialised farming, along with its detrimental environmental 

impacts, but omit reference to the global political economy of agriculture and food.  

What are offered are niche socio-technical innovations, without explicitly 

challenging the dominant, corporate agri-food system.  The strategic thinking may 

be to encourage dissemination of transition innovations to the point where they are 

eventually adopted by the mainstream.  However, as argued in Chapter 4, it is not 

sufficient just to promote practical, socio-technical innovations at the local scale, 

while ignoring political and economic developments at the macro systemic level. 

Such developments include trends towards development of environmentally 
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damaging ‘brown tech’ energy solutions, and increasing corporate control of the 

food system.  These trends challenge the Transition movement’s vision for a post-

carbon society, and specifically for food system sustainability. The model of 

corporate controlled, globalised industrial farming is progressively destroying 

sustainable forms of agriculture in both the global South and North.  The 

acceleration of fossil energy exploitation is driving further climate chaos, and 

degrading bio-resources essential to future resilience. 

Assumptions that the state will remain benign and effective, under conditions of 

energy scarcity, are called into question by historical precedents.  The response of 

North Korea and Japan to energy scarcity gives cause to doubt this sanguine view of 

the state (Friedrichs 2010a, 2012, 2013).  Moreover, the experience of Cuba during 

the Special Period, as we saw in Chapter 6, although more encouraging, nonetheless 

points to the risk of centralised government functions becoming incapacitated as 

energy scarcity intensifies, potentially leading to collapse of the state. 

These issues highlight a dilemma facing the Transition movement’s current 

apolitical, ‘socio-technical’ approach.  On the one hand, this approach has been very 

successful in attracting public support, including support from local government, 

and has contributed to the viral spread of the movement.  On the other hand, many 

of the specific socio-technical innovations the movement seeks to disseminate 

conflict with, and are threatened by, political and economic developments at 

national and global scales.  If the Transition movement were to adopt a more critical 

approach, it would risk losing some of its support.   

In this chapter, an argument will be made for developing a more politicised 

transition strategy, in general, and specifically regarding a ‘transformative food 

politics’.  Section 7.2 addresses the broader transition political stance and strategy. 

Section 7.3 focusses on food sustainability and the need for a ‘transformative food 
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politics’48.  Section 7.4 then proposes specific food system strategies in line with the 

transformative food politics framework outlined in Section 7.3. These include 

further development of local and inter-regional food system planning, promotion of 

agroecology, and engagement of academia in the Transition movement’s efforts to 

reconstruct a resilient food system. 

7.2 THE POLITICS OF TRANSITION 

The 1970’s ‘Limits to Growth’ debate informed a related debate addressing the 

‘politics of scarcity’ that anticipated resource conflicts and the rise of ‘green 

authoritarianism’ in response to ecological crises (Connelly and Perlman 1975; Gurr 

1985; North 1977; Orr 1977, 1976; Pirages 1977). Some argued that human survival 

will necessitate the end of democratic and liberal values (Ophuls 1977; Heilbroner 

1974), while others made the case for deepening democratic participation (Barnet 

1980; Botwinick and Bachrach 1983; Jennings 1983).  Concerns about climate 

change and resource constraints in the 21st century have renewed this debate 

(Ahmed 2010; Friedrichs 2010b; Lovelock 2010; Mulligan 2010a, 2010b; Shearman 

and Smith 2007). The argument of this chapter reframes this debate by considering 

not what might, or should, happen in the future, but what is emerging now, and 

how best to respond, in order to promote human flourishing and collective 

resilience.  From this perspective, the issue is no longer about what is an 

appropriate form of government to manage future scarcity, it is about what kind of 

political response is required from civil society to actual, emerging conditions of 

scarcity and ecological chaos, and to the corresponding evolution of an elite 

retrenchment scenario.  As argued in Chapter 2, the most likely post-plateau energy 

scenarios for industrial societies now lie on a continuum between forced, gradual 

energy descent and rapid collapse.  This poses new challenges to theorising about 

                                                      

48
 The phrase ‘transformative food politics’ is borrowed from Levkoe’s (2011, 2014) discussion 

regarding the evolving politicisation of the North American alternative food movement.   
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the politics of scarcity. It shifts the focus of debate from how best to address the 

sustainability/unsustainability of the existing system, and what is the appropriate 

form of government, to how we should prepare for and respond to an emerging, 

inevitable forced transition. 

Emerging energy scarcity, and the potential scenarios it may generate, suggests a 

number of implications for theorising about the politics of scarcity and the 

development of a political strategy to address post-peak transition.  Firstly, 

prescriptive arguments, regarding the politics of scarcity, need to be based on 

existing and emerging conditions, otherwise, they are little more than an 

intellectual exercise with limited practical relevance outside of academia.  Barry 

(2012) argues that green political theory should address unsustainability, as 

opposed to abstract and contested notions of sustainability, recasting the ‘politics 

for (future) sustainability’ as a ‘politics of actually existing unsustainability’ (Barry 

2012: 6).  While endorsing this call to focus on actual conditions in the real world, 

the analysis above, of emerging energy scarcity, suggests the focus should be on 

neither sustainability nor unsustainability, but on forced transition, and the future 

trajectories of that transition.  If energy descent is inevitable and imminent, then 

we are on the cusp of moving from the ‘unsustainability’ or ‘instability’ of the 

present ‘regime’ (to use the terminology of complex adaptive systems) to entering a 

period of chaos and transition prior to stabilising at a new equilibrium, or equilibria, 

in the event of a ‘stepped energy-descent pathway’ (Holmgren 2009).  So it is now 

more appropriate to focus political theorising on actual emerging forced transition.   

The term ‘sustainability’ (and even more so the related concept of ‘sustainable 

development’) is greatly abused and devalued. One way this occurs, is in the 

relativisation of the concept, in the sense that we often talk about how our 

lifestyles or economic activity could be more sustainable or less unsustainable.  

Sustainability is an absolute concept.  Something cannot be more or less 

(un)sustainable, any more than a living being can become more or less dead.  The 

relativisation of the term tends to obscure the absolute, irredeemable 

unsustainability of the capitalist industrial growth model.  Furthermore, it often 
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appears as part of a climate change discourse, tacitly assuming that serious impacts 

will only emerge gradually in the distant future, and therefore ‘sustainability’ is 

something that can be developed incrementally.  This complacency about climate 

change is no longer tenable given that a number of ‘tipping points’ have been 

reached that could trigger more rapid change (Anderson 2012; Rockström et al 

2008). With emerging energy scarcity, it becomes even more implausible to discuss 

how to promote sustainability, or even how to address ‘actually existing 

unsustainability’.  If the conclusions above, regarding energy descent, are correct, 

then it is simply too late to address the sustainability or unsustainability of the 

present system.  Any proposed political strategy should now confront emerging 

forced transition, and the potential future trajectories of that transition.  

A second consideration is that energy descent, whether it is gradual or rapid, will 

ultimately result in gradual disintegration of existing globally-connected, political, 

economic, and social systems  The experience of forced decentralisation during the 

Cuban Special Period represents a foretaste of this process.  It may be experienced 

as a catastrophic civilisational collapse, a gradual decline to a new equilibrium at a 

lower level of complexity and energy use, or a phased descent via a series of 

equilibria (Holmgren 2009).  The direction of travel is always towards simplification, 

smaller re-localised economies and political systems, and it is a process of constant 

change until a new equilibrium is reached (Tainter 1990). Therefore a political 

strategy for transition must be concerned with managing ongoing change, perhaps 

for decades, before a new societal equilibrium becomes stabilised.  It must 

consciously address the process of inevitable contraction, and scaling down, in 

order to minimise the negative impacts, and maximise the positive gains.  It also 

needs to work to avoid destructive collapse, and not fall below a level where 

flourishing human civilisation is no longer viable, nor descend into authoritarian, or 

unjust forms of social order.  This may, for example, be at the level of mutually 

supportive city-bioregions that allow sufficient economic inter-dependence 

between urban and rural areas, as well as inter-regional solidarity, to sustain human 

civilization.  Below this, it is hard to imagine that anything more than small, 
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survivalist ‘hunter-gatherer’ communities, are possible.  A transition political 

strategy needs to anticipate the direction of travel downwards and the likely 

destination, that is, the new equilibrium, and the form of politics that will best 

promote human survival and flourishing within this new stability regime.  It is 

therefore simultaneously a politics of prolonged transition and a prospective politics 

for future re-stabilisation.  It is prospective both in terms of anticipating 

unavoidable outcomes, such as de-complexification, and in the more proactive 

sense used by the French scenario planning theorist, Gaston Berger, who 

emphasised the capacity of human agency to create normative future scenarios 

(Berger 1958, 1967; Cournand and Lévy 1973). Given the new equilibrium (or 

equilibria) will be at a lower level of complexity and smaller scale, indicating a 

process of decentralisation, this may present opportunities for more direct, 

participatory democracy, and cooperative, bioregionally-based forms of economic 

organisation.  Of relevance to both transitional and prospective politics, is the work 

of Pierre-Yves Saunier (2001).  Mason and Whitehead (2011) highlight the potential 

for the Transition movement of Saunier’s international municipalism.  Saunier 

advocates international networks of solidarity between urban centres as ‘a crucial 

political bulwark against the disempowering processes of State administration and 

globalization’ (Mason and Whitehead 2011: 502).  This represents a strategy for 

transitional, counter-hegemonic politics, but equally has applicability to a 

prospective politics envisioning networks of mutually supportive, autonomous or 

decentralised city-regions. 

Thirdly, if transition is underway, and energy descent is imminent, then political 

theorising about what form of centralised government will best manage the 

challenges of scarcity and ecological crisis, is also largely redundant.  Climate change 

impacts are becoming more severe each year, and are increasingly affecting global 

food security and economic growth.  Rising global demand for energy is being met 

with a temporary, forced glut in unconventional oil and gas that is forecast to end 

before the end of this decade.  It is unlikely there will be any planned radical change 

in central government systems or institutions in the near future.  We are therefore, 
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more or less, stuck with the present stock of political institutions and processes.  

Significant change at state level will only come about as part of the process of 

forced energy descent.   

Furthermore, the debate regarding a proposed transition from liberal, 

representative democracy to ‘ecological democracy’ or an ‘ecostate’ (Bourg and 

Whiteside 2010; Barry 1999, 2008; Barry and Eckersley 2005; De Geus 1996; Dobson 

1996; Dobson 2007) has been based on the assumption that representative 

democracy is structurally short-termist.  This has led to proposals for ‘greening’ 

democracy and institutionalising a long-term perspective that accounts for the 

interests of future generations and the environment.  These have included 

constitutional reforms establishing rights and duties towards the environment, and 

the inclusion of representatives within government decision-making fora, in 

particular, the Second Chamber, whose role would be to provide a voice for the 

environment and future generations.   

This perception of representative democracy as short-termist is mistaken if one 

accepts the ‘managed democracy’ (Wolin 2008) thesis.  According to this analysis, 

substantive political decision-making is coordinated by informal networks whose 

members include corporate, intelligence, military, and political elites.  It represents 

a form of transnational, ‘deep state’ (Lofgren 2014) governance that is well-

informed about global ecological and resource crises, and is long-termist regarding 

its strategies.  As argued in Chapters 3 and 4, the elite retrenchment response to 

peak oil, and other global ecological crises, includes resource imperialism and 

accelerated exploitation of fossil energy, including environmentally-damaging non-

conventional fossil fuels.  These strategies may be pathological and ecocidal, but 

they nonetheless represent a longer-term perspective, compared to the illusion of 

short-termist representative democracy.  Elected politicians play a role in 

maintaining not only the simulative politics of ecological management (Blühdorn 

2007), but also the simulative politics of representative democracy.  The apparent 

short-termism of liberal democratic states in addressing environmental issues is, in 
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a sense, a red herring.  It is the longer-term goals of unelected, geographically 

footloose elites that should be more the focus of green political theory, and which 

have to be accounted for by any analysis of the politics of transition. 

To sum up, the new fundamentals that green political theorising, and any politics of 

transition, must take account of, are, firstly, imminent, forced energy descent (in 

conjunction with other global ecological crises).  This means that all attempts to 

steer existing large-scale, political and economic systems towards sustainability are 

now futile, and we must instead prepare for rapid or gradual collapse.  Secondly, 

energy descent is likely to entail a period of prolonged, chaotic transition to a new 

equilibrium (or equilibria) at lower levels of social complexity.  This requires an 

appropriate politics of transition linked to a prospective politics that steers towards 

the future sustainability of human civilisation, new modes of human flourishing and 

conceptions of the good life.  The third challenge for green political theory and 

activism is to engage with the elite retrenchment response to global energy and 

ecological crises, and not be distracted by the shadow play of representative 

democracy. 

A Green anarchist strategy? 

The implications for the Transition movement in response to the emerging post-

liberal order are not promising, insofar as it looks to central government for support 

in promoting transition to a ‘powered down’ economy.  This goes against the drive 

to maintain economic growth, regardless of costs to the environment, and to local 

communities.  Some within the movement are advocating ‘de-linking’ from 

mainstream economic and political systems (Trainer 2012; Holmgren 2013), an 

explicitly anarchist strategy of political change.  Anarchists traditionally have not 

sought to take over the state, but to overthrow it, or create alternative social and 

political structures that prefigure a future stateless society.  A form of communalist 

anarchism is very evident in Ted Trainer’s writing.  In an article entitled, How might 

we make the transition to the Simpler Way?, he states,  
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‘We do not have to get rid of consumer-capitalist society before we can 

begin to build the new society … The way we think we can beat it in the long 

run is to ignore it to death, i.e., to turn away from it as much as is possible 

and to start building its replacement and persuading people to come across. 

The Anarchists provide the most important ideas, especially that of working 

to prefigure the good society here and now within the old’ (Trainer 2012). 

Trainer reiterates this strategy in an open letter to Rob Hopkins, the founder of the 

Transition Towns movement, where he is critical of the movement’s limited focus 

on small-scale local projects, such as community gardens, food co-ops, recycling, 

and traditional craft re-skilling.  These things, he observes, are ‘easily 

accommodated within consumer-capitalist society without threatening it, as the 

lifestyle choices and hobby interests of a relatively few people’ (Trainer 2010).  He 

urges more radical action that ‘grope[s] towards the practices which enable us to 

collectively self-govern the town’ (Trainer 2010). 

Holmgren goes further, in an article entitled, Crash on Demand, he proposes a ‘deep 

systemic boycott’ to hasten collapse of the capitalist system (Holmgren 2013: 22).  

He advocates the building of ‘parallel systems’ (ibid: 19), arguing that,  

‘… If we succeed in rapidly building effective alternatives at exactly the same 

time that the strictures of the stressed mainstream become apparent to 

more people, then we could see many people join the informal household 

and community economies, that the loss of worker/consumers in centrally 

controlled systems leads to a more rapid collapse’ (ibid: 20). 

Hopkins’ response to Trainer and Holmgren is to accept their broad analysis.  Like 

them, he believes economic growth and capitalism will collapse, and ‘in the light of 

peak oil and the economic meltdown, their implosion is inevitable’ (Hopkins 2014).  

However, he rejects their proposed strategies, and believes there is a lack of ‘skilful 

means’ in communicating their message.  Regarding Holmgren’s Crash on Demand 

strategy, he states that, ‘striving to cause a collapse is a highly dangerous and 
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irresponsible approach’ (Hopkins 2014).  Paradoxically, if a sufficiently large 

proportion of the population adopted the kind of re-localised, low consumption 

lifestyle that Transition Towns promotes, the effect would be a collapse of the 

economic growth paradigm.  What Hopkins objects to is not so much the outcome, 

but the proposed means of achieving it which he sees as off-putting to many 

people, and therefore ineffective.  Similarly, with regard to Trainer’s explicit 

anarchism, Hopkins believes that, ‘As a starting position, to wear such a position on 

one’s sleeve [emphasis added] is a great way of having absolutely no-one else other 

than anarchists get engaged at all’ (Hopkins 2009).  The differing use of language 

and degree of candour is perhaps the core difference between Hopkins and the 

Australian transitioners.  For Trainer, the Transition movement should have an 

‘explicit [emphasis added] goal of replacing the core institutions of consumer-

capitalist society’ (Trainer 2009); and Holmgren believes that, 

‘… bringing these issues out in the open [emphasis added] might inspire 

desperate climate and political activists to put their substantial energy into 

permaculture, Transition towns, voluntary frugality, and other aspects of 

positive environmentalism’ (Holmgren 2013: 23). 

Hopkins acknowledges this difference of approach, stating, ‘There is, it seems to 

me, a key tension between what is made explicit in Transition and what is kept 

implicit’ (Hopkins 2014).  He elaborates on this theme in his response to Trainer, 

observing, 

‘We are often criticised … for not starting out with an explicit position that 

capitalism has to go before we can do anything. My sense is that, if we are 

to actually engage people on the scale necessary, making an explicit position 

about capitalism and consumerism is the best way to fall at the first hurdle… 

…Making our starting point that we want to see the end to capitalism and 

consumerism will alienate our work from the business community, from 
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those whose livelihoods depend on those businesses, and local government, 

all key players … we can be more skilful than that?’ (Hopkins 2009) 

In defence of Trainer and Holmgren’s position, the post-liberal, ‘brown tech’ 

scenario is more advanced in Australia, and might explain a more oppositional 

stance.  Australia has experienced a series of extreme weather events brought on 

by climate change, including droughts, bushfires, and flooding.  The practice of 

‘fracking’ has been imposed on many rural communities with disastrous 

consequences for the environment, and the health of people and livestock.  

Australia now has a government explicitly opposed to environmental regulation and 

climate change adaptation, and its political economy is dominated by extractive 

industries.  Until recently, it was perhaps easier to adopt an apolitical approach in 

the UK.  However, as climate change impacts become more severe, as more 

communities are threatened by ‘extreme energy’ exploration, and as fuel and food 

poverty deepens, this approach will become harder to maintain.   

Moreover, no matter how well intentioned, and successful to date, Hopkins’ ‘skilful’ 

approach has been, there is a risk it could become perceived as disingenuous, even 

elitist.  Democratic, inclusive values would encourage a full sharing of relevant 

information, including the long-term strategies of the Transition movement. 

However, terms like ‘anarchism’ and ‘capitalism’ are emotively charged, have 

diverse and contested meanings, and are perhaps best avoided.  Nonetheless, 

without some form of acceptable language that openly articulates a critical political 

analysis and transformative vision, then Trainer’s characterisation of Transition 

Towns, as primarily reformist and small-scale, is difficult to counter.   

Green civic republicanism? 

Is there an alternative political strategy that might allow more constructive 

engagement with the state, especially local government, and be acceptable to a 

wider range of people than the anarchism proposed by Trainer and Holmgren? Civic 

republicanism is one possible source.  A few green theorists have been drawing on 

this tradition (Barry 2008, 2012; Cannavò 2007, 2011, 2012a, 2012b; Shutkin 2001).  
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Barry (2008) highlights the similarities between green politics and the republican 

political vision, noting,  

‘the compatibility of core republican ideas with key principles of green 

politics. For example, key features of green politics, include, active 

citizenship, understood in part as a form of ecological stewardship, in which 

duties as well as rights are central; a democratised and decentralised state is 

seen as a necessary institution to promote the common good of 

sustainability (particularly in relation to regulating the free market); and a 

sense of justice and connection between past, present and future 

generations’ (ibid: 5). 

The core values, principles, and practices of civic republicanism are also very 

complementary to the aims and ethos of the Transition movement.  The emphasis 

on ‘civic virtue’ and the ‘common good’ which contrasts with the prominence of 

individualism and the private sphere within liberalism, is supportive of the 

Transition movement’s call to build local resilience based on collective solidarity.  It 

encourages commitment to place, local culture, and the continuity of the political 

community, and hence lends itself to resilience thinking (Barry 2012: 222-235).  For 

Jeffersonian agrarian republicanism, commitment to place was based on land 

ownership of small farmers, and might just as well be engendered by more 

collective forms of land ownership and use.  Civic republicanism also stresses the 

importance of ‘self-government’, not just as an opportunity for cultivating civic 

virtue, but also as a key defence of liberty, defined as freedom from domination, in 

contrast to the dominant liberal view of freedom understood as ‘non-interference’.  

Energy descent is likely to demand recovery of not just pre-industrial skills, but also 

political skills of citizen-based, local self-government.  This may come about through 

gradual decentralisation, or through more rapid debilitation and collapse of 

centralised political systems.  In this context, an assertive defence of freedom from 

domination may help to prevent emergence of more oppressive forms of local 

political organisation, such as neo-feudalism or warlordism. 
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How might these values and principles actually inform transition practice and 

strategy?  Shutkin’s ‘civic environmentalism’ is proposed as a democratic alternative 

to eco-authoritarianism (Wells 2000). Inspired by Jeffersonian agrarian 

republicanism, Shutkin (2000), in The Land That Could Be, extends the emphasis on 

attachment to place to urban, multicultural contexts.  He presents a number of case 

studies that follow a familiar pattern: local protest against imposition of undesirable 

development; emergence of positive, alternative proposals; time-limited 

community participation in development of an alternative plan; and the leading role 

of key individuals and experts during implementation of the plan.  The case studies 

do not show how local community participation was sustained into the 

implementation phase, and often highlight ongoing difficulties of implementation, 

suggesting the only real achievement was the participatory planning process.  The 

case studies primarily concern urban regeneration, incorporating some degree of 

environmental improvement, with limited community participation.  There are no 

proposals for alternative, ongoing governance structures which is disappointing 

given the initial theoretical chapters proposing a new form of participatory 

republicanism.  Moreover, this is not a text that engages with global ecological 

challenges.  It addresses localised environmental blight caused by globalised 

capitalism, but does not anticipate the full scale of ecological and civilizational crises 

we now face.  Nonetheless, there are elements of Shutkin’s civic environmentalism 

that could inform a more political Transition strategy, in particular its 

multiculturalism and sensitivity to social justice issues.   

Cannavò (2007) in The Working Landscape, addresses similar themes of land-use 

politics, especially conflicts between development and conservation. He does offer 

proposals for alternative regional governance structures, involving deliberative 

dialogue between developers, and environmental conservationists, as well as local 

communities, who are often ignored by both sides.  This goes some way to offering 

a model for decentralised deliberative democracy, and emphasises the need for a 

positive development agenda.  Alongside formal, regional governance structures, he 

also highlights the complementary role of informal, ad hoc coalitions, and urban 
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design.  He sees temporary coalitions and networks that form around specific 

issues, as providing ‘the underlying social capital to support regionalism as well as 

the connective tissue that eases coordination among regions’ (Cannavò 2007: 244).  

This suggests a potentially constructive role for social movements that might 

otherwise adopt a purely oppositional, anti-state form of politics.  With regard to 

urban design, he points to the way in which public gathering places, such as, 

squares, parks, and cafes, ‘help cultivate the informal networks that build social 

capital, neighbourhood, and community; foster interaction among persons of 

diverse backgrounds; build a shared sense of place; and nurture a more active civic 

life’ (Cannavò 2007: 141).  This insight can be extended to features of local food 

culture, such as local farmers’ markets, that more than just being an interesting 

consumer experience, are also socially enriching, and vital to the informal, effective 

governance of a local food system. 

Cannavò acknowledges the impact of globalising capitalism on local communities, 

local identity and ecology, but, as with Shutkin, his primary frame of reference is 

development versus local landscape conservation.  It is about land-use politics in a 

world that is passing.  What is needed is a green republicanism that addresses land-

use politics in the context of climate change and energy scarcity, where there is 

much more at stake than the aesthetics of landscape and preservation of local 

character.  The priorities in this new context relate to the survival and flourishing of 

human communities, and, to this end, the protection and stewardship of local bio-

resources.  Cannavò does discuss climate change in the final chapter, but more as 

an epilogue, in response to the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina in New 

Orleans.  Even here, the focus is on displacement of people from their homes and 

communities, not on wider global ecological and civilisational crises. 

By contrast, Barry (2012) explicitly sets his discussion of green republicanism within 

the context of climate change, energy scarcity, and inevitable transition to a 

‘climate-changed, carbon-constrained world’.  He acknowledges the contribution of 

‘hard green’ or ‘ecological realist’ authors to his own thinking, such as Howard-
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Kunstler (2005), Korowicz (2010), Orlov (2011) and Lovelock (2009), but nonetheless 

distances his perspective from their more pessimistic analyses and predictions of 

civilisational collapse.  He favours instead the upbeat vision of Transition Towns that 

draws on a conceptualisation of resilience entailing the capacity for change to a 

different and potentially better state.  From this point of view, climate change and 

energy descent have the potential to be culturally transformative opportunities.  

Moreover, he argues that a ‘complex adaptive systems’ approach, as articulated by 

authors like Folke et al (2006), allows the possibility of steering change towards 

more desirable outcomes, rather than just passively coping with it. This 

understanding of resilience has a profoundly intuitive appeal, possibly because it 

resonates with archetypal myths of death and resurrection, and of personal 

transformation through undergoing a challenging ordeal.  It therefore underpins, as 

Barry suggests, a powerful, realistic narrative to mobilise social change.  It may be 

no less powerful if it were to embrace a wider range of possibilities and potential 

scenarios.  As discussed in Chapter 6, the working assumption within the Transition 

movement (or at least, as expressed by Rob Hopkins) that energy descent will be a 

gradual ‘linear decline’ (Hopkins 2010: 289) is called into question by risks posed by 

declining EROI, ‘economic peak oil’, and potential for critical infrastructure collapse.  

A resilient response to the range of uncertainty between rapid collapse and gradual 

descent demands a commensurate range of preparation and contingency planning.  

Similarly, as illustrated in Fig. 11, in Chapter 2, there is also a range of uncertainty 

regarding the response of political leaders to the challenge of peak oil, which also 

requires a contingency planning response from the Transition movement, and the 

option of alternative strategies.  This dimension of uncertainty does not feature in 

any of Transition literature, or online discussion, and is not specifically explored by 

Barry (2012), although contingency, uncertainty and surprise are constitutive 

elements of the green republican vision he articulates.  The key point is that it is not 

simply a choice between a counsel of despair regarding inevitable, catastrophic 

collapse, and the positive vision of a decentralised, communitarian ‘Sunshine State’ 

(Foresight 2008 cited in Barry 2012: 91).  There is a range of contingencies between, 

and a feature of psychological resilience is to be prepared for all plausible 
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eventualities, one of which is the emergence of a maladaptive and hostile 

government response.  At present, this is a sequestered issue within the Transition 

movement, but nonetheless could be seen as an opportunity for creative 

adaptation and transformation. 

With regard to Barry’s discussion of green republicanism, he provides an extensive 

elaboration of republican values and principles, and their consonance with green 

political theory.  These include emphasis on the common good, social solidarity, and 

equality, commitment to place and locality, civic virtue and an empowered, active 

citizenry.  Resilience is also identified as a shared theme, in terms of promoting the 

longevity of the republic, although classical republicanism, as Barry notes, was more 

concerned with risks of internal political corruption and external military threats to 

the city-state, rather than managing ecological challenges.  In the context of the 21st 

century, resilience will be better achieved by a green republicanism based on 

solidarity between city-regions, similar to Saunier’s vision of municipal 

internationalism (Saunier 2001), rather than defensive city-states. 

Barry does not detail how green republicanism is, or might be, instantiated by 

practical governance structures and processes.  However, he suggests the Transition 

movement offers a limited prefiguring of what future green republicanism might 

look like, especially regarding its conception of adaptive resilience, promotion of 

community solidarity and ‘empowered citizens’, and emphasis on re-localisation 

(Barry 2012: 27).   

While fully accepting the resonances, identified by Barry, between green republican 

values and the ethos of the Transition movement, one could equally see the 

movement as prefiguring green anarchist principles and practices of mutual aid, 

communal solidarity, egalitarianism, voluntarism, local self-help, and non-

hierarchical structures (including a non-hierarchical national network or ‘federation’ 

of local groups).  The ability to interpret Transition Towns as prefiguring either 

green republicanism or green anarchism arises because of many similarities 

between these two forms of radical politics, a point which is developed below.  A 
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second observation is that it is not only the actual practice of the Transition 

movement that falls short of realising republican principles, as acknowledged by 

Barry, but these principles are also severely undermined by the explicit apolitical 

stance of the movement, and its lack of critical systemic analysis.  Republicanism is 

political to its core.  It is essentially about democratic, political engagement.  The 

stress on civic virtue and the common good represents an implicit critique of 

liberalism, individualism, and free market capitalism.  Its definition of liberty as 

freedom from domination signals a political stance against oppressive use of power. 

The Transition Towns network has produced a manual on how to engage with local 

government.  It provides a useful guide to working with local government, including 

the structure and functions of local government, how to lobby, and even how, as an 

individual, to get elected.  Where it falls short, from a civic republican perspective, is 

in offering no proposals or vision for promoting wider community participation, 

other than organising one-off ‘Open Space’ events around specific issues.  If, as the 

Transition movement believes, future society will inevitably be re-localised, then 

this will be both economically and politically.  Transition Towns rightly emphasises 

the need for a ‘great reskilling’, but typically focusses on recovering artisanal craft 

skills.  What is not addressed is the need to reskill people politically (who have been 

de-skilled by representative democracy) to enable them to participate as 

‘empowered citizens’ in decentralised governance structures.  To this end, 

Transition Towns could be working with local government, not just to establish 

more community gardens, food hubs or renewable energy projects, but also to 

support and embed participatory processes, like community planning or 

participatory budgeting, which may prefigure future self-governing processes.  This 

would be to adopt a transformative, democratising approach, rather than just 

accepting the local government system as it currently exists, and seeking to use it to 

achieve relatively small-scale, limited goals.  

A similar strategy was advocated by the green anarchist, Murray Bookchin, who 

encouraged election of local councillors who would support development of 
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neighbourhood assemblies and other local democratic initiatives (Bookchin 1992).  

He also saw participation in municipal government as a means of developing 

oppositional politics to the nation-state.  For the same reasons, Serge Latouche, a 

leading proponent of the French Décroissance movement, argues for engagement 

in municipal politics (Latouche 2006).  ‘Green municipalism’ may offer an 

alternative, and more realistic strategy, to ‘greening of the state’ and ‘green 

constitutionalism’ as discussed above. 

The Transition movement obviously does not share anarchism’s fundamental 

rejection of state legitimacy.  However, there may be situations where it would be 

politically expedient to enlist local government support against specific central 

government policies.  For example, the promotion of ‘fracking’ should be of concern 

to the movement, given the risks it poses to local bio-resources and to future 

community resilience.  The present apolitical stance and discouragement of 

negative campaigning would preclude alliance building with local government on 

this issue.  This risks looking like a case of ‘silence means assent’, rather than a 

principled apolitical position.  To reiterate a point made above, as the energy crisis 

deepens and more communities are affected by its consequences, the apolitical 

standpoint of Transition Towns is likely to become untenable. 

What alternative political approach should Transition Towns adopt?  It is important 

to recognise the Transition movement is not alone in promoting post-carbon 

transition. For example, there are many local initiatives promoting local food, 

distributed renewable energy, or local currencies that are not formally aligned with 

the Transition Towns Network.  The ‘No Dash for Gas’ campaign49 promotes non-

violent, direct action to help defend communities against fracking, and is explicitly 

informed by anarchist principles of self-organisation that bear a close resemblance 

                                                      

49
 The No Dash for Gas – Reclaim the Power campaign evolved from, and is closely associated, with 

the Occupy London movement. For further information: http://www.nodashforgas.org.uk/.  

http://www.nodashforgas.org.uk/
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to the ‘Open Space’ methodology favoured by Transition Towns.  No Dash for Gas 

also shares Transition Towns’ analysis of emerging energy scarcity and climate 

change.  Part of the answer to the question of political strategy lies in the 

permaculture principle of diversity.  Especially given the uncertainties about the 

pace and severity of energy descent, and about the response of central 

governments, it makes sense to welcome and build on diversity within, and outside, 

the Transition movement, to foster wider networks and alliances, and to encourage 

a diversity of political strategies.   

Firstly, with regard to networking and alliance building, this could be extended to 

other social movements, nationally and internationally, that share similar social 

values and political perspective.  Nationally, these could include other initiatives 

and networks promoting the ‘solidarity economy’ (Gibson-Graham 2006a; 2013), 

alternative food, renewable energy, local exchange systems, or resisting the further 

development of fossil energy.  The emerging solidarity economy also provides the 

basis for international networking. As discussed in Chapter 1, the Transition 

movement’s programme for re-localisation embodies the ethos of the solidarity 

economy, as described by Gibson-Graham (2006a), and despite its professed 

political neutrality, it nonetheless represents a counter-hegemonic alternative to 

the dominant cultural paradigm.  As such, the Transition movement is part of a 

global counter-hegemonic ‘movement of movements’ (De Angelis 2003; Gibson-

Graham 2006a; Klein 2002; Osterweil 2004) that is resisting neoliberalist 

globalisation and working towards post-growth, post-consumer-capitalist, and post-

carbon alternatives.  These movements include alternative globalisation 

movements, the Occupy movement, the solidarity movement in Greece, the 

Indignados movement in Spain, Zapatistas in Mexico, Décroissance in France and 

Europe, and peasant movements in the global South, such as, La Vía Campesina, 

promoting food sovereignty and agroecology.  According to Klein, what is ‘emerging 

organically is not a movement for a single global government but a vision for an 

increasingly connected international network of very local initiatives, each built on 
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direct democracy’ (Klein 2002: 12).  It is perhaps time for the Transition movement 

to acknowledge its place within this global movement of movements. 

Secondly, in relation to promoting diversity of political strategies, this may include 

working with government, especially local government, to promote specific 

transition objectives and to encourage wider democratic participation.  The 

strategic aim here is not so much to reform the existing system, but to embed 

participatory processes that nurture political re-skilling, and prefigure future self-

governing structures and practices. A diverse political strategy could also include 

social experimentation, such as, intentional communities established outside the 

mainstream of society providing scalable models of resilience in the event of a 

severe social collapse, and it should embrace oppositional politics as a legitimate 

contribution to transition.  What point is there in building a local food economy, for 

example, if one is not prepared to defend it against harm caused to agricultural land 

and rural water supplies by ‘fracking’?  

With regard to accommodating diverse strategies, it is important to note that 

insurgent planning initiatives, as exemplified by community-led land occupations 

and illegal food markets in Cuba, represent a grey area between oppositional 

politics and local, solutions-based activism, insofar as they promote creative, 

precedent-setting innovation.  This blurs the perceived demarcation between 

oppositional activism and local, solutions-based activism.  Adaptive management 

and socio-technical transitions frameworks are usually associated with ‘legitimate’ 

authorities and stakeholders, not oppositional movements, or ‘extra-legal’ 

strategies. However, insurgent planning could extend to more strategic 

infrastructure and governance, such as local food planning and alternative food 

networks, and therefore offers a potentially important contribution to adaptive 

governance. 

In order to nurture diverse, complementary political strategies, including 

oppositional activism, solutions-based activism, and the grey area of insurgent 

planning, it would be helpful to avoid self-defeating internecine disputes that draw 
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on purist political frameworks and terminology.  Hopkins’ sensitivity to the impact 

of language on people’s engagement is of relevance here.  Perhaps broad terms like 

‘anarchism’, ‘republicanism’, and ‘capitalism’, that have diverse and contested 

meanings, should be avoided (at least in terms of public discourse and coalition 

building for transition).  The focus instead should be on specific values, principles, 

and practices that are not monopolised by any one political tradition, such as, 

participation, empowerment, cooperation, wellbeing, human flourishing, 

conviviality, security, and survival.   

As we have seen, it is possible to view the Transition movement, despite its 

limitations, as prefiguring either green republicanism or green anarchism.  Arguably, 

this is because the kind of radical, relocalised green republicanism articulated by 

Barry (2008, 2012) is often indistinguishable from some expressions of communalist 

anarchism, in particular, Bookchin’s ‘libertarian municipalism’ (Bookchin 1992).  

Anarchism and republicanism both see liberty as freedom from domination, and not 

just freedom from state interference.  The green versions of these two traditions 

both emphasise civic virtue/voluntarism, self-government, localism, and communal 

solidarity, and both have a critical perspective regarding capitalism.  The key 

difference is that anarchism rejects the legitimacy of the state in any form, while 

republicanism traditionally accepts the state while seeking to control abuse of 

power.  However, the least compromised expression of republican principles is 

arguably at the local level, where it is more possible to practise self-government 

and foster communal solidarity, and at this level, republicanism becomes virtually 

indistinguishable from anarchism.  Hence, as argued above, it may be more 

productive to emphasise specific political values and practices, rather than quibble 

over broad conceptual labels.  Deliberate creative ambiguity, therefore, would 

characterise a Transition political strategy that promotes diversity and versatility of 

approach.  What would be absent from such a strategy, especially given the 

indications of an emerging post-liberal, elite retrenchment scenario, is an emphasis 

on ‘greening the state’, or any attempt to be apolitical.  A more realistic focus for 

green politics, and the Transition movement, might be to adopt a transformative 
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approach to local government, build alliances with other counter-hegemonic social 

movements, and foster solidarity networks between city-regions, based on 

Saunier’s proposed strategy of municipal internationalism (Saunier 2001).  How 

then might a more politicised perspective and strategy develop in relation to a 

substantive issue such as food sustainability? The next section explores the 

potential for a transformative food politics. 

7.3 TRANSFORMATIVE FOOD POLITICS 

If the emerging context to be addressed by a broad transition political strategy 

includes forced energy descent, and an elite retrenchment political response, then 

the corresponding issues that a transition strategy for food security must attend to, 

comprise the impacts of fossil energy scarcity on the food and agriculture system, 

and emergence of a post-neoliberal food and agriculture regime within the global 

political economy of food, as described in Chapter 4.  The latter entails land-

grabbing in the global South and imposition of industrial GM agriculture to service 

export markets in the global North and emerging economies for food, livestock feed 

and biofuels.  The emergence of this food regime has implications for Transition 

movement food strategy, firstly, in relation to development of sustainable, 

relocalised food production in the global North, and secondly, regarding issues of 

social justice and solidarity with peasant farming communities in the global South. 

The experience of the North American alternative food movement provides a model 

for development of transformative food politics in UK and Irish contexts.  A key 

issue within the North American context, regarding the transformative potential of 

alternative food initiatives like Food Policy Councils, relates to the evolution of a 

more politicised ‘framing’ of food by activists. Moreover, this framing can be further 

developed if placed in the context of emerging energy scarcity and the post-

neoliberal food and agriculture regime. 

Frame analysis (Goffman 1974) has been applied to the study of social movements 

and the process of meaning construction motivating collective action (Snow and 
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Benford 1988; Benford and Snow 2000) and structuring how movement aims and 

objectives are communicated to non-movement members.  Framing has been 

defined as ‘a way of selecting, organizing, interpreting, and making sense of a 

complex reality to provide guideposts for knowing, analyzing, persuading and 

acting’ (Rein and Schon 1991). It refers to the way a specific issue is socially 

constructed.  A frame is a more focussed concept than discourse or ideology, and is 

shaped by, and constructed within, the context of broader discursive fields and 

ideology.  According to Benford and Snow (2000),  

‘…collective action frames are action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings 

that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social 

movement organisation’ (ibid: 614) 

Framing is a dynamic process, subject to ongoing collective negotiation and 

contestation.  In relation to the North American alternative food movement, 

Wekerle (2004) identifies a shift from a focus on anti-poverty programmes in the 

1980’s to a more politicised, policy-oriented approach. She describes this as a 

‘reframing of food security as food justice’, involving, 

‘…an explicit critique of the global food system and a theoretical framing of 

local initiatives as both the practice of democracy and as means of de-linking 

from the corporate global food system. Reframing food security as food 

justice is more than a name change’ (ibid: 378-379). 

Critical analyses of the alternative food movement have drawn attention to the role 

of anti-poverty programmes, such as, foodbanks, in supporting neoliberal ‘roll-back’ 

of state welfare support during the 1980’s (Levkoe 2011).  Additionally, the 

movement has been criticised for relying on market solutions, albeit localised 

solutions, to food system failures, rather than campaigning for national government 

policy interventions (Allen 1999, 2004; Fairburn 2012); and for over-emphasis on 

green, ethical consumption that reinforces neoliberalist construction of individual 

consumers (Fairburn 2012; Guthman 2007a, 2007b; Levkoe 2011; Lockie 2009).  In 
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general, alternative food initiatives have been seen as ‘failing to question the social 

injustices which sometimes characterize local food systems and agriculture in 

general’ (Fairburn 2012: 217), and having ‘a selective, isolated and uncritical 

approach to food system transformation’ (Levkoe 2011: 688)50. 

Levkoe (2011, 2014) has elaborated a comprehensive framework for transformative 

food politics, within the North American context, combining three themes: 

development of collective subjectivities, a whole system perspective, and reflexive 

localism.  Levkoe, like many in the North American alternative food movement, 

does not write from a Transition movement perspective, with its focus on energy 

scarcity and climate change.  His work focuses more on a critical response to the 

impacts of the neo-liberalised food system on social equity and the environment.  

While a peak oil perspective is not present in his writing, nonetheless his arguments 

and proposed framework are very relevant to the development of Transition 

movement political strategy.   

Firstly, development of collective subjectivities is advocated as a form of cultural 

resistance to neoliberal social construction of individual consumers.  He views 

uncritical support for green consumerism as participating in this social construction, 

and support for foodbanks as complicit in the neoliberal ‘roll-back’ of the state.  

Collective subjectivity stresses social equity, the common good, collective agency, 

as well as the agency and responsibility of citizens.  Drawing on the work of Gibson-

Graham (2006) in relation to the ‘politics of the subject’, he affirms the potential of 

people to ‘(re)imagine and enact a different kind of reality’ and to participate in 

‘creative and innovative forms of collective action through (re)creating individuals 

as communal subjects’ (Levkoe 2011: 692). 

                                                      

50
 See Fairburn (2012) and Levkoe (2011) for reviews of literature critiquing the alternative food 

movement in North America.   
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Deconstruction of consumerist identities resonates with one of the central projects 

of the Décroissance movement in France, namely, the ‘decolonisation’ of the social 

imaginary (Latouche 2005), or alternatively described as ‘escaping from the 

economy’ (Fournier 2008).  The Décroissance literature, in turn, draws upon neo-

Marxist and post-modernist critical theory.  There are echoes, for example, of 

Habermas’ ‘colonisation of the lifeworld’ (Habermas 1984), and Foucault’s 

theorization of power and the creation of subjectivities.  ‘We have to promote new 

forms of subjectivity’ Foucault urged, ‘through the refusal of this kind of 

individuality that has been imposed on us for several centuries (Foucault 1982: 

785). 

This emphasis on the need for profound transformation of identity and 

consciousness, along with corresponding structural transformations, is not so 

evident in British and Irish contexts.  Whereas, leading Décroissance advocates have 

popularised critical theory, the Transition movement, by contrast, appears to be 

unaware of this source of intellectual support.  Attention is given to the 

psychological impacts of ‘peak oil awareness’ and ‘oil addiction’, but this represents 

a limited project compared to the intentional deconstruction of consumer capitalist 

identities, and, by inference, the rejection of the capitalist system.  However, as 

noted in Chapter 1, the Décroissance movement appears to be a largely intellectual, 

counter-hegemonic strategy, with less emphasis on practical programmes of social 

transformation.  There may be much that the Transition and Décroissance 

movements can learn from each other, a point reiterated in Chapter 8, regarding 

further research. 

The second aspect of Levkoe’s framework is a whole system perspective. He 

includes not only different components of the food system (policy making, food 

production, processing, distribution, consumption and waste management), but 

also principles of social justice, ecological sustainability, community health, and 

democratic governance.  The third theme, reflexive localisation, aims to transcend 

conservative and regressive localism by ‘scaling out’, through developing solidarity 

with other localities, and ‘scaling up’ by addressing structural concerns, such as, 
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increasing poverty, inequality, and food insecurity associated with neoliberalism 

(Levkoe 2011: 697). 

This framework can be further developed.  Firstly, solidarity need not be limited to 

other localities, but also extended, as argued above in Section 7.2, to other social 

movements and initiatives.  Nationally, these could include local food networks, and 

other alternative food related initiatives associated with the ‘solidarity economy’ 

(Gibson-Graham 2006a; 2013).  Internationally, alliance-building with the food 

sovereignty movement, led by La Via Campesina, might be an effective way of 

scaling up to address structural issues.  Sage (2014) makes a similar case for the 

Transition movement adopting a food sovereignty and agroecology framing.  

Agroecology is, he observes, 

‘embedded within and increasingly inseparable from the international 

movement for food sovereignty, [and] has the potential to bring together 

food activists from around the world (Sage 2014: 19). 

One other important way in which the framework, proposed by Levkoe, could be 

developed is through addition of a peak oil perspective, and an understanding of 

how the emerging energy scarcity dynamic is shaping evolution of neoliberalism and 

the corporate food regime.  This enhances the ability to interpret how neoliberalism 

is unfolding, to anticipate emerging scenarios, and calibrate political response and 

strategy accordingly.  The peak oil perspective is empowering. It entails recognition 

that neoliberalism, the corporate food regime, and whatever regressive 

transformations they may yet undergo, will be time-limited.  Large-scale political 

and economic systems, along with the globalised, industrial food system, cannot 

survive depletion of fossil energy, and their collapse will enable alternative, 

ecologically adapted systems (including food systems) to emerge. 

With regard to the food sovereignty framing, Fairburn (2012) explores how this has 

been adopted by some organisations within the North American alternative food 

movement, and explores whether the concept has become de-radicalised.  Food 

sovereignty was developed by the global network of peasant organisations, La Vía 
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Campesina, as a ‘counter-frame’ to neoliberal framing of food security in terms of 

trade liberalisation and commoditisation of food and land (Windfuhr and Jonsén 

2005).  At the World Food Summit, November 1996, La Vía Campesina produced the 

statement, ‘Right to Produce and Access to Land’.  The statement contained the first 

formal definition of food sovereignty:   

‘Food sovereignty is the right of each nation to maintain and develop its own 

capacity to produce its basic foods respecting cultural and productive 

diversity.  We have the right to produce our own food in our territory’ (Vía 

Campesina 1996: 1) 

Since its first articulation by La Vía Campesina, the food sovereignty frame has 

undergone continuing elaboration, evolving into a counter-hegemonic food 

paradigm directly challenging the dominant neoliberal food regime.  Most current 

definitions, according to Windfuhr and Jonsén (2005) include the following core 

elements: the right to food; priority of production for local and national 

consumption over production for export markets; rights of smallholder farmers and 

landless to access resources required for food production, including land, water, 

and seeds; opposition to GMOs and patents on seeds and livestock breeds; ‘the 

right of consumers to decide what they consume, and how and by whom it is 

produced’ (ibid: 13); the right of countries to adopt protectionist barriers against 

under-priced food imports; wider democratic participation in agricultural policy-

making; promotion of women farmers’ rights; and adoption of agroecology as a 

sustainable approach to food production. 

Fairburn shows how the food sovereignty frame has contributed to a more critical 

stance within the alternative food movement in North America, but has been re-

interpreted to give greater emphasis to green, ethical consumption, and to a localist 

perspective.  This contrasts, she argues, with articulation of food sovereignty in the 

global South, which foregrounds the rights of producers, and the role of national 

governments in determining food security policy.  La Vía Campesina is a network of 

organisations exclusively representing producers, hence the centrality of producers 
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in its formulations of food sovereignty. The inclusion of consumers’ rights is a later 

elaboration.  Fairburn suggests the shift in emphasis to consumption in the global 

North is due to the smaller proportion of people involved in food production 

compared to the global South, and therefore ‘a certain level of reframing is 

necessary if food sovereignty is to appeal to Northerners whose primary connection 

to the food system is through consumption’ (ibid: 228).  However, regardless of 

percentages involved in production, family farmers and farm-workers, in the global 

North, are under pressure in various ways as a result of the failings and 

depredations of the industrial food system.  Moreover, emerging energy scarcity 

will require a more labour-intensive approach to agriculture, and therefore more 

people will need to become producers.  The alternative food movement in the 

global North needs to anticipate these changes, and develop a framing of food 

sovereignty that has sustainable, commercial production at its core. 

Regarding the role of national government, definitions of food sovereignty tend to 

display a degree of creative ambiguity, variously referring to individuals, 

communities, territories, countries or nations as the subjects of food sovereignty51. 

This may reflect differing views about the role of the state within the food 

sovereignty movement.  Moreover, food sovereignty advocates have invariably 

prioritised production for local and national markets over global export markets.  A 

localist interpretation of food sovereignty is therefore not inconsistent with its 

evolving definitions.  

Insofar as some food sovereignty advocates argue for a stronger role for national 

government in determining food policy, this represents a proposed reversion to a 

nation-state based approach to food security, reminiscent of the earlier post-war 

food regime.  This entailed, among other policy interventions, import tariffs to 

                                                      

51
 See Windfuhr and Jonsén (2005) for a history of the food sovereignty concept, and its evolving 

definition. 
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protect domestic production, price supports, government extension support to 

agriculture, and maintaining national food stocks.  Neoliberalist structural 

adjustment programmes, initiated in the 1980’s, were designed to remove many of 

these state-led policy approaches to national food security, in favour of trade 

liberalisation.  A return to a similar regime characterised by strong, state 

interventionism is unlikely given, firstly, the increasing corporate control over 

national government policy processes, and secondly, the trajectory of fossil energy 

depletion towards increasing disintegration of large-scale political and economic 

systems.  For both these reasons, it may be more pragmatic to give priority within 

the food sovereignty frame to community, local, and regional scales.  Moreover, 

this again points to the need for explicit recognition, by the alternative food 

movement, of emerging energy scarcity and its potential impacts. 

As noted in Chapter 5, peak oil and energy scarcity are also not among the priority 

issues identified by the UK Sustainable Food Cities Network. However, many of the 

local food partnerships, supported by the Network, have only recently been 

established and may evolve different approaches.  Suffice to say, there is an 

abundance of valuable learning from the North American context, and an 

opportunity to avoid the pitfall of ‘uncritical praxis’ (Levkoe 2011: 689) or being 

complicit in ‘retrenchment of the neoliberal state’ (ibid: 690).  The spread of 

foodbanks across the UK is a clear indicator that the UK alternative food movement 

will be challenged by similar issues of framing to those faced by the North American 

movement.  Given the availability of accounts of the North American transition 

from a ‘complicit’ anti-poverty and green consumerist framing to a more critical 

analysis and emergent food sovereignty framing, it is conceivable that the UK 

movement could learn from this and make the transition more swiftly. 

To sum up this discussion regarding the development of a transformative food 

politics, the political evolution of the North American alternative food movement 

provides a useful model, and the framework offered by Levkoe (2011) in relation to 

the North American context, is a very helpful starting point.  Drawing on Gibson-

Graham (2006), he stresses the need to deconstruct individualist, consumerist 
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identities in favour of collectivist subjectivities conducive to social solidarity.  This 

resonates with themes within the French Décroissance literature that, in turn, are 

inspired by neo-Marxist and post-modernist critical theory.  He proposes a whole 

system approach to local food planning incorporating social justice concerns, as well 

as ecological sustainability, community health, and democratic governance.  

Tendencies towards regressive localism are to be countered by solidarity with other 

localities, and by tackling wider structural issues.  The framework can be further 

enhanced with a peak oil perspective, offering insights into the development and 

trajectory of neoliberalism and corporate globalisation.  Furthermore, the addition 

of a food sovereignty ‘framing’ extends solidarity globally to peasant farming 

communities in the global South, highlights the importance of agroecological 

farming systems, and offers a critical analysis of the corporate agri-food system 

(Sage 2014).  Sage identifies common ground between Transition Towns and the 

food sovereignty movement, and suggests that adoption of a food sovereignty 

perspective will enable the Transition movement to move ‘beyond a concern for 

strengthening local resilience and extend toward building transnational alliances in 

which to challenge the corporate food regime’ (ibid: 5).  The food sovereignty 

framing also places greater emphasis on food producers, thus moving beyond 

legitimate concerns for the food security of urban food consumers to the need to 

develop and defend a sustainable farm sector.  The next section will outline three 

specific food system strategies consonant with this framework for a transformative 

food system politics, namely, promotion of food system planning, agroecology, and 

academic engagement in food system transition. 

7.4 KEY FOOD SYSTEM STRATEGIES 

Food system planning 

The Cuban experience indicated the efficacy of regionalised planning with 

supportive inter-regional planning and coordination.  The constraints of the Special 

Period pushed the centrally planned system in Cuba towards a mix of central 

planning and regulation, decentralisation, and market liberalisation.  Energy scarcity 
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in industrialised market economies, like the UK, may bring about convergence with 

the Cuban model, with a trend towards more planning, as was the case during the 

Second World War, and immediate post-war years.  Decentralisation of food 

planning would also be prudent, in view of anticipated weakening of central 

government in an energy scarcity scenario.  A degree of national food system 

planning and coordination might be maintained by a decentralised state, or by a 

federated network of regions.  Inter-regional solidarity was critical to Cuba’s food 

security during the Special Period. It would therefore be important for the local 

food movement in the UK and Ireland to foster its sense of being a national 

network.  This also relates to points made in section 7.2 above regarding solidarity 

networks between urban centres, proposed by Saunier (2001).  He advocates 

international municipalism as a counter-weight to state-sponsored globalisation.  

This strategy could be adapted by the Transition movement, and the UK Sustainable 

Food Cities Network, at the regional scale, to encourage development of mutually 

supportive city-regions.  The Food Policy Council and Local Food Partnership models 

are promising developments that may prefigure future decentralised food system 

planning.  As argued above, alternative food initiatives should not shy away from an 

explicit peak oil perspective, and an awareness of deepening social injustice and 

inequalities.  It provides an important focus to avoid co-option into state and 

corporate agendas, such as, economic growth, tourism, promotion of a niche local 

food culture, or green consumerism.  Local food system planning requires foresight 

to anticipate emerging scenarios and prepare accordingly.  Local food security and 

contingency planning for food shortages should be included in the range of policy 

areas addressed by food system planning. 

Agroecology 

Agroecology should be adopted as a complementary approach to permaculture 

within the Transition movement.  Permaculture is, in effect, a form of agroecology 

adapted to urban and sub-urban contexts, primarily in the global North, whereas 

the practice and science of agroecology has been successfully applied to the farm 

sector in the global South.  The Transition movement would have much to gain from 
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developing solidarity links with the international movement for agroecology and 

food sovereignty.  This would help raise awareness of the destructive impacts of 

land-grabbing and the New Green Revolution in the global South.  It would also 

offer opportunities to learn from peasant movements in the global South, who are 

at the cutting edge of developing sustainable food and farming systems, 

participatory extension methodology, political strategy and theorising about the 

political economy of food.  It is this holistic, integrated vision of agroecology, as a 

farming practice, a science, and a political movement that could enable the 

Transition movement and alternative food networks to scale up their existing 

achievements.  

It is uncertain, at this stage, what a fully integrated agroecological food system 

would look like in the global North. Key steps towards establishing it would include 

recovery of traditional skills and knowledge that contribute to food system 

resilience, updating these practices with modernised agroecological science, and a 

staged transition from conventional agriculture to fully integrated agroecology.  The 

complementary principles of agroecology, namely, self-reliance and inter-

dependence, need to be applied at farm scale, farm sector scale, and inter-

regionally.  A key lesson from the Cuban Special Period was the need to address the 

risks of localised food shortages and nutritional deficiencies, with coordination of 

inter-regional mutual support.  The development, and scaling up, of agroecology is 

discussed further in relation to the proposed research agenda in Appendix B. 

Engagement of academia with the Transition movement 

In Canada, it is common for academics to be actively involved in the alternative 

food movement52. The high level of academic engagement with local food 

                                                      

52
 This practice is not unique to Canada, and exists in both the UK and Ireland, but is perhaps not so 

widespread.  Notable examples include the leading role of Kevin Morgan from Cardiff University in 

setting up the Bristol and Cardiff food policy councils, and Colin Sage from Cork University, in 

establishing and chairing the Cork food policy council. 
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initiatives, through research or voluntary staffing, is confirmed by Dr Charles 

Levkoe, National Coordinator of the Canadian Association for Food Studies (CAFS), 

who observes that,  

‘…there is somewhat of a blurred line between academics and [alternative 

food] movement actors. In fact, I feel fairly strongly that academics in 

Canada play a deep and important role in the food movement. If you look at 

the history of our movement here there have been academics at the helm 

and background in many ways. Our 2 largest and most prominent food 

movement organizations - Food Secure Canada and the Canadian 

Association for Food Studies - were both started by a network of academics 

and practitioners’ (Dr C. Levkoe, pers. comm, May 2014). 

Canadian practice provides a model for similar engagement of academia with the 

Transition movement and alternative food movement in the UK and Ireland.  Firstly, 

it indicates a post-positivist or ‘post-normal’ scientific approach that is no longer 

inhibited by concerns about academic neutrality, detachment, and objectivity.  It is 

academic research that is socially engaged, practically embedded, and participatory.  

As members and participants themselves of the social movements they are 

researching, academics are no longer disinterested and ‘objective’ outsiders, but 

politically engaged insiders.  This means that critiques and prescriptions arising from 

academic research become reflexive.  For example, the Transition movement may 

be judged to be insufficiently critical in its social analysis, or needing to establish 

wider national and international networks.  Engaged academics would not simply 

deliver expert advice and prescriptions, but would consider how they can offer the 

use of their expertise, contacts, and resources to practically address these issues.  

This engaged, participatory methodology is discussed further in Appendix B, in 

relation to a proposed research agenda. 
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Secondly, the Canadian Association for Food Studies (CAFS), as an alternative food 

network, provides a potential model for the UK and Ireland.  According to its 

mission statement53, CAFS ‘promotes critical, interdisciplinary scholarship in the 

broad area of food systems’ and ‘encourages research that promotes local, regional, 

national, and global food security’.  Its membership is drawn from a wide range of 

disciplines including ‘adult education, agriculture, anthropology, economics, 

environmental studies, health studies, home economics, human nutrition, 

geography, philosophy, policy studies, public health, rural studies, sociology, social 

work and urban planning’. Membership is open to academics and practitioners.  

However, CAFS ‘does not advocate or endorse specific policies or political 

platforms’.  The proposal of this thesis (see Appendix B) is the creation of an inter-

isles network, structured in a similar way to CAFS, but with a clear commitment to 

promoting agroecology and its associated political values and analyses, as well as 

inclusive food system planning. 

The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) is in the process of establishing a 

national research network to address ‘the challenges of the Energy-Environment-

Food Nexus’.  It is likely that the ‘Nexus Network Plus’ (Nexus NW+) will adopt the 

sustainable intensification model discussed in Chapter 3.  The priorities of Nexus 

NW+ have been developed in line with the Global Food Security Programme54 which 

explicitly promotes sustainable intensification, an approach which remains firmly 

within the industrial farming paradigm, and includes a central role for GM 

technology. 

An agroecology-based research network would offer an alternative approach, in a 

similar fashion to the Cuban organic and agroecological research programmes, prior 

to the Special Period.  From a resilience perspective, diversity is important in 

                                                      

53
 See CAFS website: http://cafs.landfood.ubc.ca/en/?page_id=6 

54
 See Global Food Security Programme website: http://www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/. 

http://cafs.landfood.ubc.ca/en/?page_id=6
http://www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/
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preparing for contingencies, and as discussed in Chapter 6, ‘shadow networks’ have 

the capacity to exploit windows of opportunity, where they have developed ‘a 

portfolio of possible projects that could be launched whenever there was an 

opening and the time was right’ (Olsson et al 2006: 18).  An alternative network 

would focus on agroecological solutions to the challenges of energy scarcity and 

food security, along with food system planning approaches.  This would entail an 

understanding of agroecology in its fullest sense: as a farming approach, agricultural 

science, and as a transformative political movement. The food system planning 

agenda would focus on food planning and governance at local, regional, inter-

regional, and national scales. Following the CAFS example, the network should 

include academics, practitioners and activists.  It would build on existing academic 

networks and research programmes addressing alternative food systems, 

agroecology, and food system planning, as well as drawing participation from 

organisations and networks promoting transition and alternative food, such as, the 

Sustainable Food Cities network, and Transition Towns.  The research network 

would extend over Britain and Ireland, and would include component regional 

networks, addressing the specific farming, ecological, social and political issues 

within their region.  It would be important for the network to maintain its 

independence, and therefore avoid reliance on state or corporate funding.   

The main purpose of the network would be to support the transition to sustainable 

food and farming systems within Britain and Ireland.  To achieve this, its key 

strategic objectives would include: development of scaled up agroecological 

farming; development of democratic and inclusive food system planning at local, 

regional, inter-regional levels, and national levels; and fostering solidarity links with 

European and international networks promoting agroecology and alternative food 

systems, in particular, La Vía Campesina, and the North American alternative food 

movement. 

With regard to methodology, the network would encourage research that is 

engaged, critical, participatory, transdisciplinary, systemic and applied. 

Methodologies might include: post-normal science (Funtowicz and Ravetz 1994, 
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1993; Ravetz 2006, 2004, 1987; Ravetz and Funtowicz 1999); participatory action 

research (PAR), inspired by Freirian critical pedagogy (Fals Borda 2006; Freire 1970; 

McIntyre 2008); and systemic action research (SAR), an eclectic approach that 

includes social constructivism and a Foucauldian analysis of power/knowledge 

(Burns, 2007, 2006, 2003). Transdisciplinary research refers to a team approach that 

aims to understand system complexities, and integrates individual disciplines, 

whereas, multidisciplinary and inter-disciplinary approaches may involve exchange 

of information, but researchers remain within separate disciplines and research 

paradigms (Max-Neef 2005). Following the example of the Canadian Food Studies 

Association, the network would draw on a wide range of disciplines, including: 

agricultural science; agronomy; plant, animal, and soil science; agro-ecosystems 

analysis; agrarian sociology; agricultural economics, social sciences, and planning.  

Post-normal science draws attention to issues, like climate change, that are 

characterised by uncertainty, complexity, high stakes, decision-making urgency, and 

which are politically and ethically contested. Under these conditions, advocates of 

‘post-normal’ science have proposed recognition of value judgements and multiple 

perspectives, and participation of all stakeholders in an ‘extended peer community’.  

It therefore challenges the natural science tradition (and academic tradition, 

generally) of exclusive ‘expert’ knowledge production, providing legitimate grounds 

for inclusion of ‘non-experts’, and for inclusion of values in knowledge production.  

Post-normal, participatory research would involve maximising non-academic 

stakeholders’ participation in all stages of research, and inclusion of often 

marginalised knowledge from civil society, consumers, and farmers. Participatory 

research tends to denote only the participation of research subjects in research, 

including ‘upstreaming’ of public stakeholder involvement in design and 

implementation. However, a further dimension of participation would be the 

embeddedness of academic researchers as active participants themselves in 

transition and alternative food initiatives, thereby moving beyond the 

‘researcher’/’researched’ dualism (Fals Borda 2006). 
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It goes without saying that research generated by the network should be applied, 

and of practical relevance and value.  Action research methodology provides 

opportunities for academic engagement in transition and alternative food 

initiatives, and may be a relatively quick and effective way of developing best 

practice, and facilitating its wider dissemination. Participatory action research (PAR) 

is an appropriate methodology because it has a track record of promoting 

specifically community-based, collaborative research, critical reflection and social 

change. It originates in the work of Paulo Freire in Latin America, whose critical 

pedagogy encouraged social critique and transformative action (Freire 1970).   

The model of systemic action research (SAR), proposed by Burns (2007, 2006, 2003), 

is a variant of PAR, and offers a process that can bring together multiple 

stakeholders within a large system.  It is influenced by ‘critical systems thinking’, an 

approach to systems thinking that incorporates critical social awareness and draws 

on the Foucauldian concept of ‘power/knowledge’ (Flood and Jackson 1991; Flood 

and Romm 1996).  Burns (2007, 2006, 2003), in particular, has highlighted the 

potential of SAR to extend beyond the group or single organisation context to 

facilitate change within multi-agency governance arenas.  SAR may be a very 

suitable methodology for supporting participatory development of Food Policy 

Councils, local food networks, local food system planning, and Transition Towns. 

Key research themes that the network might address, and are suggested by the 

argument of this thesis, include: food system vulnerability/resilience assessment; 

agroecology; decentralised and democratised food system planning; and health 

issues.  Further details of this ‘engaged research agenda’ are provided in Appendix 

B. 

7.5 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has drawn together the discussion and arguments of the thesis. 

Previous chapters have reached conclusions and identified trends that the author 

believes must now be addressed by green political theory, and by Transition 
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movement political strategy and activism. Significant developments include: firstly, 

the imminence of either gradual or rapid, forced energy descent, signalling the end 

of industrial growth generally, and the industrial farming paradigm; and secondly, 

the emergence of an elite retrenchment response to energy scarcity, manifesting as 

intensified resource imperialism within the global political economy of food. 

The chapter first considered the implications for green political theorising, 

suggesting it is now too late to address the sustainability/unsustainability of existing 

political and social systems.  The focus, urgently needed at this stage, is to outline 

what form of politics will best assist in ‘navigating the rapids’ of forced transition, 

and what might a prospective politics of future sustainability look like, once a new 

equilibrium has been reached.  Energy descent means that existing large-scale 

political, social and economic systems will inevitably shift to smaller, less complex 

systems.  Networks of mutually supporting city-bioregions may represent the 

lowest level below which flourishing human civilisation is no longer viable.  This 

model of resilience evolved, to some degree, during the Cuban Special Period. In 

response to central state incapacitation and forced decentralisation, increased 

decision-making autonomy was devolved to provincial and municipal governments, 

with coordinated networks of mutual support between them.  The strategy of 

international municipalism, advocated by Saunier (2001), could contribute to both a 

counter-hegemonic politics of transition, and a prospective politics of developing 

resilient, inter-regional solidarity between urban centres. 

Secondly, with regard to Transition movement political strategy and activism, the 

chapter explored green anarchist and republican options, concluding that both 

traditions draw on similar values, and are practically indistinguishable, at the local 

level.  Arguably, Transition Towns can be seen to prefigure both green anarchist and 

green republican principles and practice.  For pragmatic purposes, it was suggested 

that ideologically loaded and divisive language is best avoided, in favour of a more 

diverse, flexible, but explicitly political approach, focusing on specific values or 

practices.  A green republican position may be better suited to constructive 

partnership with local government, particularly where the aim is to transform local 
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government politics in the direction of greater participation and self-governing 

processes, as well as developing solidarity networks with other municipalities.  A 

green anarchist strategy may be required where there is little option but to ‘de-link’ 

and establish self-help initiatives.  This might occur if the relationship between the 

state and the Transition movement has become oppositional, or the state is 

undergoing a process of collapse.  Additionally, there may be opportunities for 

‘insurgent citizenship’ to be the catalyst for mainstreaming socio-technical 

innovations, as was the case with the Cuban urban agriculture movement.  Hence 

the need for an adaptive and politically assertive approach.  In relation to global 

solidarity networks, it was proposed the Transition movement, as an exemplar of 

the solidarity economy, explicitly recognise that it is part of the global, counter-

hegemonic ‘movement of movements’ resisting neoliberal globalisation and seeking 

to build a post-carbon, post-growth civilisation. 

Thirdly, the chapter explored options for a more politicised approach to food 

transition, drawing on the experience of the North American alternative food 

movement. Levkoe’s (2011) framework for a transformative food politics was 

offered as a useful foundation, with the addition of a peak oil perspective, and food 

sovereignty framing. The peak oil perspective provides an important analytical lens 

for understanding how energy scarcity is shaping the development of neoliberalism 

and the global political economy of food. The food sovereignty framing brings a 

critical analysis of the corporate agri-food system, as well as emphases on 

agroecology, the central role of producers, and global solidarity.  

Finally, three broad strategies were outlined that would further the agenda of this 

proposed politics of food transition.  These included: firstly, the further 

development of food system planning, combined with creation of solidarity 

networks based on city-regions; secondly, promotion of fully integrated farm-scale 

agroecology, and its development in the global North; and thirdly, unleashing of 

academics from the constraints of positivistic conventions to enable them to engage 

as activist-researchers in support of food system transition.  Proposals for an 

‘engaged research agenda’ are provided in Appendix B, and further suggestions for 
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research regarding the Transition movement, and food system transition are 

offered in the next, concluding chapter. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; 

indeed, it's the only thing that ever has’. 

Margaret Mead  

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

As set out in Chapter 1, the central issue, or problem, that this thesis has addressed, 

is the dependency of industrial civilisation, and the industrial food system 

specifically, on fossil energy.  While acknowledging that climate change presents a 

far greater risk to all planetary life, peak oil, it was argued, is a more immediate 

threat to industrial civilisation.  Given the pervasiveness of fossil energy 

dependency, and its potential impacts on the food system, the core research 

questions have focussed on the implications for the Transition movement with 

regard to its political strategy generally, and its proposals for food security 

specifically.  In tackling this subject, the thesis has also explored supplementary, 

contextual questions, including: What post-peak oil scenarios are plausible or 

implausible given current evidence regarding global oil production, resource 

constraints, and available energy alternatives? What are the critical uncertainties 

that will determine the emergence of a specific range of post-peak societal 

scenarios? Do any current trends or signals indicate the unfolding of one scenario, 

in particular, and if so, how will this scenario impact on food security, and what are 

the implications for the Transition movement? Section 8.2 will provide a summing 

up of the thesis, indicating how these questions were addressed and answered, and 

Section 8.3 will highlight its contribution to knowledge. Section 8.4 will suggest 

further empirical research and theoretical inquiry, building on the findings and 

conclusions of this thesis.  Section 8.5 will offer some final reflections. 

8.2 SUMMARY OF THESIS 

The broader, contextual questions described above were taken up in Part I.  Chapter 

2 concluded that a peak in conventional oil has already occurred, and a precarious 
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global production plateau is being maintained by exploitation of non-conventional 

fossil energy. Continued economic growth is implausible given the unique energy 

density, transportability and versatility of oil, as well as the economic and political 

constraints on investment in new energy infrastructure in a period of increasing 

austerity and capital scarcity.  This also excludes the possibility of growth based on 

green technology, as well as steady state and planned, degrowth options.  The most 

likely post-plateau energy scenarios for industrial societies now lie on a continuum 

between forced, gradual energy descent and rapid collapse.  Hence, critical 

uncertainties relate to whether energy descent will be a gradual, manageable 

process, or a rapid, uncontrollable collapse.  The plausibility of a rapid collapse 

scenario calls into question the working assumption within the Transition 

movement of a congenial ‘linear decline’ pathway.  A further key uncertainty is 

whether societies, and political leaders, will adapt creatively to the constraints of 

energy scarcity, or seek to maintain lifestyles and socio-economic systems that are 

no longer sustainable. 

Chapter 3 identified the emergence of an elite retrenchment scenario characterised 

by full-on exploitation of ‘brown tech’ energy sources, a foreign policy of energy 

imperialism, and a domestic policy of increased state surveillance and social control.  

The evolution of this scenario challenges working assumptions within the Transition 

movement regarding positive support from the state, and mainstream society, in 

response to peak oil induced societal crisis, and diminishes the likelihood of a 

conflict-minimising transition pathway.  The scenario features the erosion of liberal 

democracy within Western nation-states, and the emergence of covert, 

transnational governance arising from networking of national political elites with 

transnational corporate elites. Furthermore, contrary to post-modernist analyses of 

peak oil that dismiss its materiality, and highlight the discursive strategies of 

multinational oil companies and environmentalists (Bridge 2010, 2011; Zalik 2010), 

it was argued that global terrorism, geopolitical instability, and climate change 

discourses are being deployed by elites to obscure the material reality of peak oil.  

The spurious securitisation of the ‘war on terror’ fosters systematic distorted 
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communication, or collective self-deception, about actual foreign policy aims, and 

justifies the growth of a ‘national security state’.  It was suggested that increased 

coercion of citizens, and geopolitically-motivated destabilisation abroad, can be 

interpreted in terms of regime security theory that has hitherto been applied 

exclusively to the strategies of elites in weak and failing states situated in the global 

South.  In the context of peak oil, and other global ecological and resource crises, all 

states, including industrialised states in the global North, it was argued, are at risk 

of falling into the category of weak and failing.   

Chapter 4 argued that the elite retrenchment scenario is manifesting within the 

global food system through the growing phenomenon of land-grabbing, and the 

imposition of export-oriented production of GM food, feed, and biofuel crops.  

These developments represent a shift away from orthodox neoliberalism towards a 

more imperialist reconfiguration, driven by ‘security mercantilism’ (McMichael 

2013). This emerging global food and agriculture regime is destroying peasant 

agriculture based on sustainable, agroecological methods, but is unsustainable in 

the long-term, due to its dependence on fossil energy and petro-chemicals.  This 

has ramifications for future food security, and poses an ethical challenge to the 

Transition movement in relation to global social justice. 

In light of the findings and conclusions of Part I, Part II then focused on the central 

question addressed by the thesis, regarding the Transition movement’s strategic 

approach generally, and its proposals for food security specifically.  Chapter 5 

critically assessed analyses and proposals from the Transition movement in relation 

to peak oil and food security.  The view held by many within the Transition 

movement is that the energy crisis is one among several inter-linked environmental 

and resource crises facing industrial civilisation, but that peak oil will impact sooner, 

and its consequences will be severe, unprecedented, and relatively unprepared for 

or acknowledged.  With regard to proposals for addressing peak oil and food 

security, a frequently advocated strategy is re-localisation of the food system, based 

on organic farming methods. However, it was noted that organic agriculture itself is 

unsustainable insofar as it also remains dependent on fossil energy, and adopts 
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capital-intensive and high-input farming methods.  Moreover, imported organic 

produce from the global South, dependent on long supply chains, contributes to 

greenhouse emissions, and may also be implicated in displacement of indigenous 

peasant farming and exploitation of cheap labour. 

It was argued that one of the most promising proposals, in terms of strategic 

impact, is the advocacy of local food system planning, based on the North American 

‘Food Policy Council’ (FPC) model.  This model offers a possible lynchpin for 

coordinating and steering the transition to local or regional food system planning. It 

prefigures a form of participatory, holistic local governance that could be extended 

to other essential policy areas. However, the presentation of this model, by the 

Transition movement, should include more explicit incorporation of social justice 

and food democracy themes, as has increasingly come about within the North 

American alternative food movement. 

The least promising proposals were those calling for strong government 

intervention to maximise national self-reliance, promote local food production, 

encourage re-ruralisation (Heinberg 2007), refocus the education sector on the food 

and farming transition (Heinberg and Bomberg 2009), and coordinate a ‘wartime 

mobilisation’ (Brown 2008b). These proposals run counter to prevailing neoliberal 

ideology that ostensibly favours a minimalist state, and conflict with increasing 

corporate influence within both national policy-making processes, and over 

university research and teaching programmes.  Moreover, they are at odds with the 

global imperialist food regime that has emerged particularly since the 2008 oil and 

food price spikes, and that promotes ‘off-shore’ land-grabbing and GM-based 

industrial agriculture.  It is this approach that is strongly supported by the UK 

government, and not national self-reliance or relocalisation. It was therefore argued 

that advocating national government intervention and transition planning, under 

these circumstances, is unrealistic. Indeed, a ‘war-time mobilisation’ led by the 

current UK power elite would probably only unleash accelerated oil and gas 

‘fracking’, GM crop production, and offshore land-grabbing.   
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Having critically appraised the prognoses and prescriptions of writers within the 

Transition movement regarding food system transition, Chapter 6 then examined 

the actual experience of energy scarcity during the 1990’s Cuban Special Period, 

following the collapse of the Soviet Union.  The Special Period offers a reference 

point for evaluating proposals for food system transition, for identifying additional 

learning and ways in which the Transition movement can develop its strategies for 

post-peak food system sustainability.  Chapter 6 concluded that specific lessons 

emerging from the Cuban case study, and which are additional to, or differ from, 

strategies and perspectives offered in the Transition movement literature, can be 

clustered into two sets of issues.  The first relates to agricultural methods and 

organisation, with implications for the political framing of food production, and the 

second to governance of the food system.   

Among the first cluster, a key issue, exposed by the Special Period, relates to the 

multiple agricultural input and import dependencies associated with industrial 

agriculture, over and above fossil energy dependency.  These dependencies 

impacted at both farm scale and national scale. It was argued that this underlined 

the need for a critical analysis of the global political economy of food, and a 

politicised ‘food sovereignty’ framing of food system self-reliance. Furthermore, the 

poor resilience of crops and livestock, adapted to industrial farming, reinforced the 

case for low-input, agroecological farming. The chapter also noted that the 

presence of a traditional peasant sector practising agroecological methods was 

critical to Cuba’s successful adaptation to energy scarcity.  Moreover, agroecology, 

while including organic methods, goes beyond the limitations of organic farming, as 

practised in the global North, insofar as it emphasises self-reliance and integration 

with local ecology.  The Cuban experience, as the Special Period progressed, 

indicates the potential for an incremental transition from industrial agriculture to a 

fully integrated agroecological farming system.  To sum up, Cuba’s adaptation to 

scarcity and transition to sustainable forms of food production point towards an 

alternative food system paradigm comprising: traditional and innovative 

agroecological farming methods; cooperative and small-scale forms of farm and 



 

Page | 273  

 

farm-sector organisation; and a more politicised understanding of food security, 

consonant with the food sovereignty framing and a more oppositional stance 

towards the global corporatisation of agriculture.  This offers the potential for the 

Transition movement to extend its present emphasis on promoting urban-based 

permaculture to include farm scale agroecology, and develop a more explicitly 

critical analysis of the global political economy of food. 

The second cluster of issues, raised by the Special Period, is concerned with the 

governance of the food system.  The critical role of national buffer stocks has 

implications for national government contingency planning, and for the Transition 

movement’s own position on community emergency planning.  The Special Period 

also highlighted the health risks of a re-localised diet, and the importance of inter-

regional networks for monitoring and managing nutritional deficiencies and food 

shortages.  This, it was argued, points to the need for the Transition movement to 

extend its thinking beyond establishing local food system planning, and to begin 

building mutually supportive networks at regional and inter-regional scales.   

The spread of urban agriculture during the Special Period, through illegal land 

occupations and unauthorised food markets, and which was eventually legitimised 

and supported by the Cuban government, was presented as an exemplar of 

precedent-setting, ‘insurgent planning’.  This too, it was suggested, offers a further 

model, for the Transition movement, of assertive, even oppositional, activism that 

could contribute to the spread and mainstreaming of adaptive policy innovations. 

Finally, Chapter 6 identified a recurring, pragmatic response from the Cuban 

government of relinquishing central control in response to specific challenges and 

constraints arising from the Special Period.  This indicates, it was argued, both 

opportunities and risks that may accompany post peak oil energy descent as central 

government functions become progressively debilitated.  It offers opportunities for 

decentralisation of power, and engagement of the state in supporting socio-

economic adaptation, but also poses the potential risk of social collapse.   
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In light of lessons learnt from the Cuban context, and on the basis of findings and 

conclusions of preceding chapters in Parts I and II, Chapter 7 then presented an 

argument for the Transition movement to develop a more politicised approach 

generally, and specifically in relation to a ‘transformative food politics’.  The chapter 

argued that green political theory, and any strategy for Transition activism, must 

now take account of the following challenges: the imminence of either gradual or 

rapid, forced energy descent and the end of the industrial growth paradigm; and 

the emergence of an elite retrenchment response from political and economic elites 

to energy scarcity. The latter, is characterised by accelerated fossil energy 

exploitation, resource imperialism, and increased domestic social control and 

authoritarianism.  It manifests within the global political economy of food as land-

grabbing, imposition of industrial-scale GM export agriculture, and financialisation 

of food, feed and biofuel crops.  The elite retrenchment response, and associated 

global food regime, it was argued, are unsustainable given declining fossil energy 

availability, worsening climate change impacts, and other global ecological crises.  It 

is with this new context and prospect that green political theory and Transition 

strategy must engage.   

Firstly, it was argued that proposals for greening the state, or addressing the 

sustainability or unsustainability of existing social and economic systems, are simply 

too late.  The Cuban state’s response to the Special Period offers some tentative 

directions of travel, but, as noted in Chapter 6, Cuba was isolated from the global 

economy, hence traditional collectivist values were preserved, and reinforced by 

the socialist ethos of the regime.  This was critical to Cuba’s socio-economic 

adaptation to the Special Period, and contrasts with the emerging transnational 

elite retrenchment scenario in western liberal democracies which represents a 

hostile environment for moving the state towards socio-economic adaptation.  

Green political theory, and the Transition movement, should therefore focus 

instead on the need for an adaptive and robust form of civil society-led politics, a 

politics of transition, to manage the process of forced energy descent, which is likely 

to be very challenging and conflictual.  In conjunction with the politics of transition, 
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a prospective politics is needed, that steers transition towards a favourable new 

equilibrium, capable of sustaining flourishing human civilisation.  The experience of 

Cuba, during the Special Period, suggests that this new equilibrium might be 

characterised by decentralised, or autonomous, city-regions, embedded in regional, 

mutual support networks.   

Secondly, with regard to the broader political strategy for Transition movement 

activism, the chapter considered both green republican and anarchist options, 

concluding that both traditions uphold similar values, and at the local scale are, in 

fact, difficult to distinguish.  For pragmatic and presentational reasons, it was 

proposed that a non-doctrinaire, flexible approach be adopted that draws on both 

green republican and anarchist traditions.  This would enable constructive and 

transformative engagement with existing state structures, especially local 

government, insofar as this is possible.  It was also maintain the option of a ‘de-

linking’ strategy, involving the creation of alternative, self-governing processes and 

infrastructure. 

Thirdly, Chapter 7 explored options for a politicised approach to food transition, 

drawing on the experience of the North American alternative food movement.  A 

comprehensive framework was proposed embracing local food system planning, 

solidarity with the food sovereignty movement, and a more critical awareness and 

analysis of the global political economy of food.  Integral to this framework is the 

promotion of ‘scaled up’ agroecology, including its distinctively self-reliant and 

ecologically-attuned farming methods, as well as its emphasis on cooperativism, 

mutual aid, and the centrality of small-scale producers. 

Finally, Chapter 7 outlined three strategies to advance the agenda of this proposed 

framework for food system transition.  These included: further development of local 

food system planning, but ‘scaling out’ to form regional networks of solidarity; the 

development of scaled up, farm sector agroecology in the global North; and the 

promotion of engaged, transdisciplinary research and academic activism to support 

food system transition.  A more detailed description of an ‘engaged research 
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agenda’ is contained in Appendix B, and additional suggestions for research 

regarding the Transition movement, and food system transition, are discussed in 

the next section.  A brief summary of recommendations for Transition movement 

strategic development, arising from the argument and conclusions of the thesis, is 

provided in Appendix E. 

8.3 CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE 

As stated in the Introduction, this thesis seeks to make a contribution to academic 

knowledge, to the development of Transition movement strategy and practice, and 

to be of practical use to others engaged in promoting transition to a sustainable 

society and food system.  The conceptual and methodological approach of the 

thesis has included: a focus on peak oil, in contrast to the prevailing emphasis on 

climate change; and a multi-level perspective that has given more attention to 

broader landscape features, and their political aspects, than is often the case within 

socio-technical transitions and adaptive management frameworks.  The thesis has 

therefore sought to penetrate beneath the surface deployment of discourses 

around climate change, geopolitical instability, the ‘war on terror’, and global food 

security, to expose the driving mechanisms associated with fossil energy depletion.  

To this end, the thesis has provided evidence for, and established the plausibility of 

a ‘peak oil’ interpretation of trends within geopolitics, domestic politics, and the 

global political economy of food.  The thesis has identified the emergence of a 

transnational, elite retrenchment response to fossil energy depletion associated 

with exploitation of climate-damaging non-conventional fuels, erosion of liberal 

democracy, and energy imperialism.  The elite retrenchment response is also 

evident in the surge of off-shore land-grabbing and aggressive development of GM 

industrial farming to supply markets in the global North, and emerging economies, 

with food, feed, and biofuels.  This highlights the need, when considering 

sustainability transitions, or conducting peak oil scenario analysis, to take into 

account landscape features beyond the national scale, including the extent to which 

transnational corporations have infiltrated nation-state policy making processes. 
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The thesis offers a novel application of the securitisation framework associated with 

critical security studies (Buzan, Wæver and De Wilde 1998).  Firstly, it extends the 

category of ‘securitising actor’ to a transnational entity, namely the nexus of 

national and transnational corporate elites underpinning the elite retrenchment 

scenario.  Secondly, it highlights the possibility of manipulative and strategically 

displaced securitisation that draws attention away from actual security threats and 

referents, e.g. the invasion of Iraq, justified in terms of the ‘war on terror’, rather 

than the energy security concerns of industrialised economies.  Additionally, the 

thesis applied regime security theory, hitherto exclusively applied to weak and 

failed states in the global South (Ayoob 1995; Job 1992; Reno 1998), to the conduct 

of industrialised states in global North, and to the industrial growth/capitalist 

system as a whole.  The investment in coercive and surveillance capacity towards 

domestic populations, and fomenting of ‘warlord politics’ and destabilisation 

abroad, represent a scaling up of strategies normally ascribed to elites in weak and 

failing states in the global South.  This signals the risk, posed by peak oil, that all 

states, including those in the industrialised North, face the prospect of becoming 

weak or failing states, and signals the vulnerability of the industrial 

growth/capitalist system as a whole. 

The Cuban Special Period case study, examined in the thesis, uncovered additional 

and divergent learning, either not identified or highlighted in Transition movement 

literature.  Key issues identified included, firstly, the pattern of political 

decentralisation as an adaptive response to energy and resource constraints, and 

the corresponding opportunities for greater local and regional autonomy. Secondly, 

the weakening of the state, arising from energy and resource scarcity offered 

opportunities for a greater role for civil society, the potential for innovative forms of 

insurgent citizenship, and the possibility of shifting the state towards socio-

economic adaptation.  The weakening of the state also poses risks of it becoming a 

‘failed state’, with associated risks of social collapse.  This underlines the need for 

the Transition movement to think beyond working assumptions of a benign 

supportive state and gradual energy descent, and to, at least, prepare contingency 
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plans for a network of self-organising, self-help communities.  Thirdly, inter-regional 

solidarity and mutual support networks were a significant feature in Cuba’s 

adaptive response to energy scarcity, especially in relation to addressing local food 

shortages, and nutritional deficiencies.  At present, the Transition movement is 

focussed primarily on locally-based strategies to promote resilience.  The Cuban 

experience indicates the additional need for networked localities and regions in 

order to enhance resilience.  The combination of political decentralisation and 

regional solidarity networking, as adaptive responses, lends further credence to 

arguments for establishing solidarity networks between urban centres (Mason and 

Whitehead 2011; Saunier 2001). 

Finally, the case study revealed the resilience and self-reliance of small-scale, 

traditional agroecological farming under conditions of fossil energy and resource 

scarcity.  The ‘patchwork of approaches’ identified by Wright (2009: 135), involving 

industrialised farming practices combined with organic and agroecological 

approaches, suggests the potential for a planned and staged transition from 

conventional farming via gradual input substitution to fully integrated, and scaled 

up, agroecology. 

In relation to Transition movement strategy, the thesis makes a modest 

contribution to green political theory, and Transition movement political strategy, 

by proposing a shift of focus from greening of the state to civil society-led, 

transitional and prospective politics.  It was argued that emerging energy scarcity 

and inevitable energy descent make redundant efforts at reforming existing large-

scale political and economic systems, and attempting to make them sustainable.  

Green political theorising, and Transition strategic development, should now 

address the contested nature of transition, and appropriate civil society-led, 

transitional political strategies, as well as developing a prospective politics that 

steers transition towards a new equilibrium that sustains a flourishing human 

civilisation.   
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The thesis has also contributed to debates within the Transition movement 

regarding its political strategy.  This contribution is perhaps unique in not just 

critiquing the political strategy of the Transition movement, but also exploring 

options for developing a more politicised strategy generally, and linking this to food 

system transformation.  Some have critiqued its ‘apolitical’ and localist approach, 

and failure to address wider social and economic structures (Trapese Collective 

2008). Others have urged a more politicised, oppositional, and anarchist strategy 

(Trainer 2012; Holmgren 2013).  The contribution of this thesis has been to highlight 

critical uncertainties regarding the pace and severity of energy descent, and 

regarding the response of the state and mainstream society.  In light of these 

uncertainties, the thesis has argued for a diverse and adaptable political strategy 

that embraces both oppositional and solutions-based activism, as well as insurgent 

citizenship, the grey area between. The apolitical approach has been extraordinarily 

successful to date, facilitating the viral spread of Transition initiatives, and the 

engagement of thousands of people not typically associated with green or radical 

causes, as well as local businesses and local government.  This achievement is all the 

more remarkable considering that the Transition movement is, in practice, a 

counter-hegemonic movement, as understood in terms of the alternative, solidarity 

economy described by Gibson-Graham (2006a). The argument of this thesis, 

however, is that the wider political, economic, and social landscape is shifting in 

directions that are unfavourable to a congenial, apolitical transition pathway, and 

will require, or even compel, a more politicised and assertive approach from the 

Transition movement.  Many features of the emerging elite retrenchment scenario 

are a direct threat to the development of local Transition initiatives. The practice of 

‘fracking’, imposed on local communities, results in contamination of agricultural 

land and local water supplies.  The TTIP negotiations, if unchallenged, will result in 

increased corporate control over the food system, the further destruction of small 

family farms, and will create legal barriers to the development of local food 

economies. Moreover, as the energy crisis becomes more apparent, and fuel and 

food poverty become more widespread, it will be increasingly difficult for the 

Transition movement not to take a position on issues of redistribution and on-going 
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austerity policies.  The issue of global social justice, discusses in Chapter 4, presents 

a similar, if less visible ethical challenge to the Transition movement. 

In light of these considerations, and the learning identified from the Cuban case 

study, the thesis offers a number of proposals for development of Transition 

movement political and food system strategies (summarised in Appendix E).  These 

include: 

 Moving beyond working assumptions of gradual energy descent, and take-up of 

Transition solutions by the state and mainstream society, in response to peak oil 

induced societal crisis, and developing contingency plans for more severe and 

challenging energy descent pathways, as well as potentially adverse responses 

from the state and mainstream society to peak oil. 

 Reviewing the current ‘apolitical’ self-presentation, and instead, explicitly 

acknowledging its counter-hegemonic practices, values, and positioning. 

 Encouraging a diverse, adaptive repertoire of political strategies and tactics, 

including: solutions-based activism; oppositional activism; insurgent citizenship; 

constructive and transformative engagement with local government; as well as 

de-linking, parallel infrastructure initiatives. 

 Scaling up from local Transition initiatives as the primary site of activism 

(supported by regional hubs and the national Transition Network) to include 

direct, regional solidarity networks between local initiatives, especially between 

urban centres. 

 Promotion of international solidarity networks between urban municipalities. 

 Building national alliances with other organisations and movements promoting 

post-growth and post-carbon transition, and resisting further development of 

carbon energy. 
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 Establishing international solidarity links with the global ‘movement of 

movements’, including: the alternative globalisation movement; the 

Décroissance movement in France and Europe; and the food sovereignty 

movement in the global South (represented by La Vía Campesina). 

 Scaling up re-localisation of food production, food hubs, and local food system 

planning, by developing regional solidarity networks and food system planning, 

based on urban centres. 

 Encompassing the promotion of urban and peri-urban permaculture, and 

organic food growing, within a food sovereignty framing that emphasises self-

reliant, agroecological techniques, as well as social and political principles of co-

operativism, and solidarity.  

 Promotion of planned, incremental transition to scaled up, farm sector 

agroecology.  

Appendix B contains proposals for establishing an agroecology research network 

across Britain and Ireland, and an indicative research agenda, strategic aims and 

objectives of the network, geographical scope, methodology, and key research 

themes. Emerging fossil energy depletion represents an unprecedented risk to food 

security.  It will have multiple impacts on the food and farming system, at all scales, 

and will require a commensurate response that addresses multiple scales and 

complexity.  The thesis also provides, in Appendix A, an outline of a broad scoping 

study mapping out the range of key technical, organisational and governance issues 

that a comprehensive approach to energy scarcity and food security will demand.   

 

8.4 PROPOSALS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

This section outlines proposals for further empirical research and theoretical 

inquiry.  Appendix B, referred to above, contains detailed discussion of themes 

specific to food system transition, namely:  food system vulnerability and resilience 
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assessment; agroecology; and food system planning.  Additional topics are 

suggested below regarding comparative studies of post-growth and counter-

hegemonic social movements, including Transition towns, the Décroissance 

movement in France, the solidarity movement in Greece, as well as alternative food 

movements, such as, the UK Sustainable Food Cities Network, and the North 

American alternative food movement. 

The UK Sustainable Food Cities Network55 has adopted a fairly uniform approach, 

explicitly encouraging a local ‘partnership’ strategy that is independent of the local 

authority, and emphasises stakeholder networking and practical project initiation.  

The framing of food issues invites further research.  For example, how does the 

Network’s framing of food issues compare with the North American movement’s 

transition from green consumerism and ‘uncritical’ food poverty programmes to a 

more critical ‘food sovereignty’ perspective?  Are there differences of perspective 

between the Network and the Transition movement regarding the significance of 

peak oil?  Transition towns and the Décroissance movement offer very contrasting 

approaches and styles.  The Transition movement is explicitly practical, and local 

solutions-oriented. By comparison, the Décroissance movement is highly 

intellectualised, drawing on radical green political theory, neo-marxism, and post-

modernist critical theory. It has a national political party, and is adept at protest 

politics.  The North American alternative food movement, particularly in Canada, 

combines practical engagement of academic institutions in local food initiatives 

with critical theorising about the political economy of food.  The Canadian local 

food movement also features a high degree of partnership with the state, especially 

municipal and regional governments.  By contrast, the solidarity movement in 

Greece, due to the relative collapse of state functions, is characterised by more 

anarchistic, self-help initiatives, including neighbourhood assemblies, citizen-run 

health clinics and food distribution centres (Henley 2015).  These differing 

                                                      

55
 See http://sustainablefoodcities.org/. 
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experiences, approaches and styles offer an abundance of opportunities for 

comparative study, as well as fostering solidarity links and exchange of learning. 

8.5 FINAL REFLECTIONS 

The similarities and contrasts of these post-growth social movements highlights the 

core argument of this thesis regarding the unavoidably political nature of transition. 

Firstly, it draws attention to the fact that the Transition movement is a part of a 

global and highly politicised, counter-hegemonic ‘movement of movements’.  

Political engagement is unavoidable for at least two reasons.  Firstly, the opposition 

of political and economic elites to the transition agenda, and their defence of 

vested interests in the industrial growth paradigm, necessitates a political response. 

Secondly, advocating transition to a post-carbon society is simultaneously an 

implicit, and very visible, critique of consumer-capitalism, and the growth paradigm.  

The Transition movement’s vision of resilient, re-localised, post-consumerist 

communities represents a radical social, political, economic and cultural 

transformation which cannot just be smuggled in ‘under the radar’ (Hopkins 2008a) 

by resorting to an apolitical style, or a depoliticised socio-technical transitions 

discourse.  

The Transition movement has drawn attention to the combined and inter-related 

challenges of energy scarcity, climate change, and economic crisis.  This thesis has 

also highlighted the political crisis, and our need for a political reskilling, having 

been politically ‘dumbed down’ by liberal democracy, not least in the creation of 

passive forms of political engagement and forms of citizenship.   

While acknowledging uncertainty and the possibility of different scenarios 

unfolding, nonetheless, the argument of this thesis has been that it is highly likely 

we are approaching an inevitable energy descent (due principally to peak oil), and 

trends, identified in Chapters 2 and 3, indicate the emergence of a post-liberal elite 

retrenchment response. The thesis is emphatically not intended as a contribution to 

the ‘doomer’ literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  It is fundamentally optimistic about 
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the future, about the resourcefulness of humanity, and the adaptiveness of the 

planetary system itself.  However, a realistic view is taken that acknowledges the 

transition period will probably be very difficult and challenging, and politically 

contentious. It will require courage and ‘active hope’ (Macy and Johnstone 2012), or 

‘radical hope’ (Barry 2012).  These will be among the virtues that will inform, and 

are already informing Transition movement strategy, and the development of a 

political praxis that is both socially and personally transformative.  It represents a 

political maturity that will embrace civic responsibility, and contribute to the 

common good, and to emerging forms of participatory governance.  Because the 

transitional period is likely to be difficult and politically contested, this new praxis 

will also require the political maturity to engage in oppositional politics without 

demonising the opposition, without constructing them as ‘the Other’, ‘the Enemy’, 

or ‘the System’.  It is a justified concern about these negative constructions that has 

partly informed the Transition movement’s avoidance of oppositional politics 

(Hopkins 2009; Hopkins and Lipman 2009). Nonetheless, it is possible to engage in 

oppositional politics (and insurgent citizenship) with humility and humanity, if we 

acknowledge that we all in various ways still embody the dominant cultural 

paradigm, and are in the long-term process of liberating ourselves from it, and 

learning to embody an alternative paradigm.  
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Appendix A: Strategies to promote food system transition 

The following list of proposals is based on a critical reading of peak oil and 

Transition movement literature, and an analysis of the Cuban Special Period.  The 

proposals represent a synthesis of learning from these two sources, and can be sub-

divided according to the following themes:  principles for transition planning; 

farming methods and farm restructuring; re-localisation of food system; role of local 

government and local communities; role of national government; and 

emergency/contingency planning and preparation. 

Principles for transition planning 

 Plan for a timely and orderly transition. 

 Promote social equity and social cohesion. 

 Encourage complementary mix of national, regional, local and inter-regional 
decision-making, planning and coordination. 

 Facilitate decentralised, joined-up, networked food system governance. 

 Shift to national/regional self-reliance away from policy of globalisation of food 
system and international trade, i.e. maximise self-reliance in staples and 
indigenously produced food, export surpluses, import luxury and exotic 
produce. 

 Adopt a joined up, systems approach to planning that integrates food with other 
relevant policy areas, including land use planning, public health, energy, waste 
management, employment, economic development, social justice and inclusion. 

 Shift to resilience values away from efficiency values in the food system, ie.: 
redundancy vs ‘just-in-time’ efficiency; diversity vs uniformity; dispersion vs 
centralisation; cooperation vs competition; and a balance of positive and 
negative feedback loops. 

 Promote and coordinate food security planning at different scales, including: 
national, regional, local, community, family and individual. 

 Establish structures and processes for inter-regional coordination, planning and 
mutual support, e.g. redistribution of surpluses to areas experiencing food 
shortages or nutritional deficiencies. 

 Encourage a cultural shift from passive consumers to active citizen-producers 

 Restore the symbiotic relationship between urban centres and rural hinterlands, 
with the latter defined by bioregional factors, and not by political jurisdiction. 
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Farming methods and farm restructuring 

This set of proposals covers specific farming methods and techniques, including 

organic, permacultural, and agroecological approaches, as well as 

recommendations for rescaling and re-organising farm enterprises: 

 Promote transition to low-energy, low-input farming, and decarbonisation of 
agriculture. 

 Promote recovery of soil fertility by restoring mineral content, organic matter 
(simultaneously locking up carbon), and soil biota (ecosystem of living organisms 
in soil that are beneficial to plant, animal, and human health). 

 Support gradual substitution of intensive methods: phasing out of agro-chemical 
inputs, and mainstreaming of organic and agroecological alternatives. 

 Plan staged transition to fully integrated, scaled-up agroecology: small-scale 
mixed farming; hardy/self-reliant crop varieties and livestock breeds adapted to 
local environments; minimisation of external inputs; maximisation of self-
reliance and self-provisioning in food, fuel, fertilizer, feed, etc; management of 
local eco-systems to optimise eco-systems services, eg. pollination, pest control, 
irrigation and drainage. 

 Adopt permaculture design principles for minimal energy and resource use, 
especially in urban and peri-urban contexts.  

 Minimise dependence on large-scale, mechanised farming; shift to labour-
intensive approach, and explore feasibility of reintroducing animal traction. 

 Develop on-farm generation of renewable energy for farm use and local 
community, including: solar, wind, biomass, biofuels, methane digesters. 

 Diversify farm income sources, eg: arable, livestock, building materials, timber, 
renewable energy and fuel. 

 Encourage restoration of mutual aid and cooperative arrangements between 
farmers, e.g. assisting each other with labour-intensive tasks like harvests, and 
sharing machinery. 

 Use participatory action research, and farmer-to-farmer extension methodology 
to facilitate development and spread of sustainable farming methods. 

 Support development of effective and autonomous representation of small 
farmers to assist transition to sustainable, agroecological farming. 
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Re-localisation of food system 

Moving up a scale from the farm level to the wider food economy, alternative 

strategies focus primarily on a planned re-localisation of food production and 

consumption: 

 Initiate planned re-localisation of the food system, including: development of 
community supported agriculture (CSA), farmers markets, local food processers, 
and other local food economy infrastructure. 

 Promote dietary transition to local, seasonal, less meat, and less processed 
food, part of which would be the promotion of a local food culture 

 Encourage development of urban food production, based on organic and 
permacultural principles, including: allotments, community gardens, and peri-
urban market gardening. 

 Implement public sector local food procurement  

 Reconfigure food safety regulation to facilitate small-scale production and 
processing. 

Role of local government and local communities 

A planned and proactive reconstruction of the local food economy raises questions 

about how this process is to be driven and coordinated. Proposals, based on best 

practice in North America and the UK, offer a potential model: 

 Establish urban-regional food system planning as the lynchpin for the food and 
farming transition, in conjunction with regional solidarity networks between 
urban centres to promote regional food planning and mutual support. 

 Adopt the ‘Food Policy Council’ model56, ensuring organisational independence, 
and representativeness of all food system stakeholders. 

 Conduct local and regional food system assessments to provide descriptive 
analysis of system resilience regarding inputs, outputs, governance, 
infrastructure, risks, etc. 

 Reconfigure local government planning system to promote a resilient, local food 
economy  

 Integrate food planning with land use planning, energy, waste management, 
and other relevant policy areas 

 Develop symbiotic relationship between city and rural hinterland 
                                                      

56
 For a detailed description of this model, and track record to date, see Harper et al (2009).  
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 Develop and sustain communication systems, ongoing co-design mechanisms 

and information provision to all stakeholders. 

Role of national and regional government 

 Develop a food and farming transition plan to maximise national self-reliance, 
including: review of existing food system; targets for agricultural output and 
specific commodities; structures for inter-regional coordination and mutual 
support. 

 Maintain equitable access to food with option of introducing basic ration, 
targeted food programmes, and national nutrition monitoring system based on 
Cuban best practice. 

 Support for research in agroecology and permaculture, as well as the social 
support mechanisms these will require. 

 Plan for decentralisation of Department of Agriculture functions. 

 Create specialist teams of agricultural advisers to support spread of sustainable 
farming methods, and facilitate farmer-to-farmer extension methodology  

 Support small farmers, including provision of financial assistance (especially for 
capital investments, seeds and tool purchase), and land reform to make land 
available to more small farmers and growers, especially women. 

 Guide planned re-ruralisation and revitalisation of rural communities 

 Instigate changes in national planning legislation to promote local food 
production, processing and dissemination – ‘farm to fork’ 

 Assume lead role in public education and engagement 

 Establish food and farming transition research programme, including: 
development of agroecological farming methods; restoration of soil fertility; 
exploring potential of biochar as a soil improver; development of bio-fertilizers 
and pesticides; safe recycling of human waste; recovery and conservation of 
traditional farming skills; development of resilient, locally adapted crops and 
livestock; and ensuring nutritional requirements within more locally restricted 
diets. 

 Establish national and regional health and nutrition monitoring networks to 
address nutritional deficiencies and food production shortfalls. 

 Redirect education sector to support the food and farming transition, including:  
training programmes to support sustainable/ecological farming; training 
programmes for expanded rural workforce; farm apprenticeship programmes; 
management training for farmers; targeted training for women; food growing 
on school curricula. 
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 Engage armed forces in food and farming transition, e.g. through self-
provisioning, agricultural training for recruits; support for agricultural labour 
force. 

Emergency/contingency planning and preparation 

 Establish national, regional and local food security plans, including contingency 
planning for emergencies. 

 Establish reserves of food, fuel, fertilizers, pesticides, livestock feed, seeds, 
medicines, etc., in the event of extended food shortages, and to allow time for 
planned food system adaptation. 
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Appendix B: An engaged research agenda 

Chapter 7 of the thesis proposed the development of an agroecology research 

network across Britain and Ireland. The following indicative research agenda 

outlines the strategic aims and objectives of the network, geographical scope, 

methodology, and key research themes.  

Strategic aims and objectives 

Regarding geographic scope, the island of Ireland is viewed as one ‘eco-region’ by 

many EU environmental directives (such as the Water Framework Directive), and 

therefore a cross-border approach would bring an international dimension to the 

project, delivering research findings from a wider food system network.  However, 

future food security and resilience may require inter-dependency and mutual 

support between regions in both Britain and Ireland, therefore the aim should be to 

establish an engaged and transdisciplinary research network across both islands, 

with component regional networks, and additionally linked to European and 

international networks promoting agroecology.  Regionally-based networks may 

correspond with existing jurisdictions, but may also opt to self-organise within 

smaller sub-regions.   

The overall strategic aim of the network would be to provide academic researchers, 

practitioners and activists with a collective vehicle for progressing an action and 

policy-oriented research programme to support the transition to a sustainable food 

and farming system.  The core objectives of the network would be to: 

 Promote the development of an agroecological approach to food production in 

Britain and Ireland. 

 Promote the development of democratic and inclusive food system planning at 

local, regional, inter-regional levels, and national levels. 

 Provide a catalyst role for the development of new initiatives, institutions, and 

policies addressing food and farming system transition 
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 Establish links with European and international networks promoting 

agroecology and alternative food systems, in particular, La Via Campesina, and 

the North American alternative food movement. 

 ‘Upstream’ user involvement in the research design, problem identification 

stages of research, and develop more participatory forms of food related 

research agendas and programmes. 

Methodology 

The network would encourage research that is engaged, critical, participatory, 

transdisciplinary, systemic and applied.  Methodologies might include: post-normal 

science (Funtowicz and Ravetz 1994, 1993; Ravetz 2006, 2004, 1987; Ravetz and 

Funtowicz 1999); participatory action research (PAR), inspired by Freirian critical 

pedagogy (Fals Borda 2006; Freire 1970; McIntyre 2008); and systemic action 

research (SAR), an eclectic approach that includes social constructivism and a 

Foucauldian analysis of power/knowledge (Burns, 2007, 2006, 2003). 

Transdisciplinary research refers to a team approach that aims to understand 

system complexities, and integrates individual disciplines, whereas, 

multidisciplinary and inter-disciplinary approaches may involve exchange of 

information, but researchers remain within separate disciplines and research 

paradigms (Max-Neef 2005).  Following the example of the Canadian Food Studies 

Association, the network would draw on a wide range of disciplines, including: 

agricultural science; agronomy; plant, animal, and soil science; agro-ecosystems 

analysis; agrarian sociology; agricultural economics, social sciences, and planning.  

Post-normal science draws attention to issues, like climate change, that are 

characterised by uncertainty, complexity, high stakes, decision-making urgency, and 

which are politically and ethically contested. Under these conditions, advocates of 

‘post-normal’ science have proposed a qualitative change in the way science and 

policy-making is conducted, including: the recognition of value judgements and 

multiple perspectives; and participation of all stakeholders in an ‘extended peer 

community’.  It therefore challenges the natural science tradition (and academic 

tradition, generally) of exclusive ‘expert’ knowledge production, and provides 
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legitimate grounds for inclusion of ‘non-experts’, and for the inclusion of values in 

knowledge production.  Bawden (2007) articulates the same argument, but 

specifically in relation to sustainable food.  He observes that, 

‘The pressing issues associated with concerns about sustainability of agri-

food systems are issues that effectively concern every person on earth in 

one manner or another, be they matters of food security, food safety, 

ecological integrity, ecosystem services, landscape, social equity or cultural 

sensitivity. For this reason alone, all citizens on earth deserve to be as 

significantly involved in judgments about future developments in agriculture 

as possible, in ways that historically they have never been. Under these 

circumstances of participation and deliberation, the need is for the academy 

to engage with the citizenry and not just work for it or on it or extend out to 

it’ (ibid: 18). 

Post-normal, participatory research would involve maximising non-academic 

stakeholders’ participation in all stages of research, and inclusion of often 

marginalised knowledge from civil society, consumers, and farmers. Participatory 

research tends to denote only the participation of research subjects in research, 

including ‘upstreaming’ of public stakeholder involvement in design and 

implementation. However, a further dimension of participation would be the 

engagement and embeddedness of academic researchers as active participants 

themselves in transition and alternative food initiatives, thereby moving beyond the 

‘researcher’/’researched’ dualism (Fals Borda 2006). 

It goes without saying that research generated by the network should be applied, 

and therefore of practical relevance and value.  It would also be co-designed and 

co-created between researchers and stakeholders.  Action research methodology 

provides opportunities for academic engagement in transition and alternative food 

initiatives, and may be a relatively quick and effective way of developing best 

practice, and facilitating its wider dissemination. Participatory Action research (PAR) 

is an appropriate methodology because it has a long track record of promoting 
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specifically community-based, collaborative research, critical reflection and social 

change. It originates in the work of Paulo Freire in Latin America, whose critical 

pedagogy encouraged social critique and transformative action (Freire 1970).   

The model of systemic action research (SAR), proposed by Burns (2007, 2006, 2003), 

is a variant of PAR, and offers a structure and process that can bring together 

multiple stakeholders within a large system.  It is influenced by ‘critical systems 

thinking’, an approach to systems thinking that incorporates a critical social 

awareness and draws on the Foucauldian concept of ‘power/knowledge’ (Flood and 

Jackson 1991; Flood and Romm 1996).  Burns (2007, 2006, 2003), in particular, has 

highlighted the potential of SAR to extend beyond the group or single organisation 

context to facilitate change within multi-agency governance arenas and networks.  

SAR may be a very suitable methodology for supporting participatory development 

of Food Policy Councils, local food networks, local food system planning, and 

Transition Towns. 

Key research themes  

Key research themes include: food system vulnerability/resilience assessment; 

agroecology; decentralised and democratised food system planning; and health 

issues. 

Food system vulnerability/resilience assessment  

This would entail an assessment of the food and farming system’s vulnerability to 

the rising cost of energy and farm inputs, and climate change, and addressing 

questions, such as: What is the current carbon footprint/energy input requirements 

of the British and Irish food and farming systems ? Are existing emergency and 

contingency planning adequate? In view of Cuban experience during the Special 

Period, is there a need to decentralise and democratise the functions of 

government agriculture departments? How prepared are these departments for the 

possibility of forced transition to a low-input and post-carbon agricultural and food 

system? For example, Northern Ireland has no regional food security policy. This is 
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regarded as a UK government responsibility, and food security nationally is based 

on secure access to global markets (Fulton, interview, Appendix D). 

How resilient are British and Irish food distribution systems, in light of weaknesses 

revealed by the 2000 UK fuel protests (Simms 2008; PSEPC 2005)?  Are there 

adequate reserves of food, fuel, fertilizers and pesticides, livestock feed, seeds, etc., 

in the event of extended food and/or carbon energy shortages?  The assessment 

would include ‘horizon scanning’ and analysis of emerging trends, risks, 

vulnerabilities; and development of potential energy and food system scenarios. It 

would seek to identify potential transitions into different system states, and 

relevant critical thresholds, in order to provide advance warning of negative change, 

as well as provide opportunities for managing positive system change.  For example, 

Department of Agriculture and Rural Development NI (DARD) historic aggregate 

farm income data show an alarming decline in net farm income, effectively an ever-

increasing deficit, offset by increasing levels of subsidy57. This correlates with the 

increasing cost of the ‘3 F’s’: fuel, fertilizer, and feed, all of which are rising in cost 

due to the increasing cost of fossil energy.  It is possible that the farm sector is 

approaching a critical threshold.  The trajectory described above cannot be 

sustained indefinitely, and must eventually lead to the collapse of individual farms, 

and the farm sector as a whole.  DARD currently conducts scenario modelling, but 

this only examines the impact of EU and UK policy changes.  Modelling is not used 

to test the potential impacts of the rising cost of energy, fertilizer and feed (Fulton, 

interview, Appendix D). 

Current food and farm sector policies should be evaluated against emerging energy 

scarcity and climate risks.  For example, Northern Ireland’s Going for Growth 

agricultural strategy (Agri-Food Strategy Board 2013), and the Republic of Ireland’s 

Food Harvest 2020 (DAFF 2010), are both aimed at expanding the meat and dairy 

                                                      

57
 See http://www.dardni.gov.uk/aggregate-agricultural-account. 
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sector for export.  They contain the obligatory references to helping to feed a 

growing world population, but the primary targets are relatively affluent consumers 

in emerging markets, such as China.  Aside from the ethical questions raised by this 

strategy, a vulnerability/resilience assessment is likely to reveal profound 

vulnerabilities in light of emerging energy scarcity.  This strategy is highly dependent 

on the sustainability of industrial farming methods, and the global food system, 

both of which are heavily reliant on fossil energy, and fossil energy-based inputs 

and materials.  To what extent does this meat and dairy-based strategy create an 

imbalance in the farming sector that may cause critical delays in transitioning to a 

more self-reliant strategy in the event of prolonged and severe energy scarcity? Is 

the strategy reliant on livestock breeds that are adapted to intensive farming and 

would not be resilient in low input conditions?  How dependent is the strategy on 

imports?  The Cuban experience drew attention to the wide range of possible 

import dependencies impacting on national food security.  These may include, not 

just food and fuel imports, but also livestock feed, seeds, agri-chemicals, animal 

medicines, and specialist equipment.  Any assessment of national food system 

resilience would need to consider the range and extent of these import 

dependencies.  

Agroecology 

The second key research theme would address the development of agroecology. 

What would a fully developed low-energy, low-input, de-carbonised agroecological 

farming system look like in a Northern context, such as Britain or Ireland?  

Agroecology is currently mostly practiced in the global South, but needs to be 

adapted to the North. To this end, there is a need to link to, and learn from, existing 

European and international networks promoting agroecology.  The development of 

agroecological farming would require ethnographic research to assist recovery and 

conservation of traditional skills, knowledge, practices that may contribute to food 

system resilience.  These might include knowledge of specific eco-systems, and 

locally adapted crop varieties and livestock; specific farming methods, such as the 

use of manures and nitrogen-fixing cover crops; or social practices, such as the 
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traditional practice of ‘meitheal’ (Irish) or ‘morrowing’ (Ulster-Scots) whereby 

neighbouring farmers assisted each other with labour-intensive tasks like 

harvesting.  These forms of cooperation will become essential as energy/capital-

intensive methods shift back to labour-intensive approaches.  

The Cuban Special Period demonstrated the possibility of a staged transition to 

agroecology, from conventional farming to input substitution, then to fully 

integrated agroecology at farm level, and finally to a self-reliant, inter-dependent 

regional farming system, with inter-regional planning, coordination, and mutual 

support.  Following the Cuban example, this process can be supported by 

participatory action research that combines farmers’ local knowledge with 

agroecological science, and farmer-to-farmer extension methodology to assist the 

spread of sustainable farming methods. 

A key issue for research to facilitate the introduction of agroecology relates to the 

status of soil fertility.  Is there a need to restore mineral content (Darrell 2010), 

organic matter, and soil biota?58 How would this be done? Can it be done on the 

scale required? Soil testing would be needed to anticipate mineral deficiencies and 

related health risks that might arise from a relocalised diet.  Specific research areas 

to address soil fertility could include: recycling of urban organic waste streams to 

agriculture, particularly in light of the rising cost of fossil energy-based fertilizers; 

safe recycling of human waste to ensure return of phosphates to the soil; the 

potential application of biochar which is proven to be a powerful soil improver 

(Lehmann and Joseph 2009), and has enormous potential for carbon sequestration; 

                                                      

58
 Soil biota refers to the eco-system of living organisms in soil that are beneficial to plant, animal, 

and human health. 
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and maximising the beneficial role of mycorrhizae in crop nutrition and stimulation 

of plant defence responses to pest infestation59. 

A shift to agroecological farming will have implications for labour intensification. 

What contingency plans are needed for re-ruralisation in order to meet agricultural 

labour requirements in an energy-scarce scenario? What are the education and 

training implications of a shift to a more labour-intensive system?  There is the 

challenge of training a new agricultural workforce, but also a corresponding 

challenge of training farmers to manage this new workforce.  Many existing farmers 

in Northern Ireland are aging, and used to working alone, or with just family 

members.  There will need to be a system of apprenticeships, training farms, work 

schemes, and incentives to encourage urban-rural migration, including providing 

access to land for new farmers and horticulturalists. In this regard, there is much to 

learn from the Cuban experience. 

Agroecology is a self-reliant, low input system.  Hence, on-farm generation of 

renewable energy for farm use and local community must be a priority research 

area, including research into solar, wind, biomass, biofuels, and methane digesters. 

Options for replacing mechanised traction, reliant on fossil fuels, need to be 

identified. What is the scope for, and what are the challenges to, reintroducing 

animal traction? Given that under pre-industrial agricultural systems, up to 50% of 

arable land was set aside to grow feed crops for animals used for traction (Sage 

2009), and with much larger human populations to feed, is a return to animal 

traction feasible? 

                                                      

59
 Mycorrhizae are fungal filaments attached to, and linking, roots of different plant species.  They 

are known to assist plant nutrition through symbiotic exchange of nutrients. New research suggests 

that they may even facilitate ‘communication’ between plants by channelling chemical signals 

warning of pest attacks, and stimulating defence responses in neighbouring plants (Babikova et al 

2013; Song et al 2010). 
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Food system planning and governance 

There is a need to develop an holistic framework for regional and local food system 

planning that integrates food with other policy areas, including: land use planning, 

energy, waste management, employment, economic development, and social 

equity.  An applied research agenda could help identify and develop positive 

synergies, especially urban-rural synergies between food system planning, waste 

management, energy generation, and agricultural labour supply.   

Further research supporting local food planning could examine ways to accelerate 

re-localisation, including:  development of community supported agriculture (CSA), 

farmers markets, local food processers, and other local food economy 

infrastructure.  What is the potential for, and obstacles to, public sector local food 

procurement? What is the role of food safety regulations in facilitating or 

constraining development of small-scale, local food production and processing?  

What are the costs, benefits, risks and advantages of food system relocalisation? 

And what further skills, knowledge, and governance infrastructure is required for 

this transition?  

The Food Policy Council (FPC) model offers a potential infrastructural lynchpin for 

coordinating and driving the transition to local or regional food system planning. It 

prefigures a form of participatory, joined-up, and resilient local governance that 

could be extended to other essential policy areas.  Further examination of the North 

American alternative food movement would be of value, including creation of links 

with North American research networks, with potential for study visit exchanges, 

and joint conferences to share learning and best practice. 

There are opportunities for action research to help establish more FPC’s in Britain 

and Ireland, to conduct local food system assessments, and assist participatory 

strategic planning processes aimed at developing local food economies. How might 

these processes be integrated with local government community planning and 

development planning processes, particularly in Northern Ireland, where the new 

councils will be assuming these planning responsibilities?  
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The FPC/LPC (Local Food Partnership) distinction, discussed in Chapter 6, presents a 

fruitful subject for further research, particularly regarding questions of 

effectiveness, independence, representativeness, financial sustainability, and 

democratic participation in policy development.  The important issue of framing 

also requires further research.  How is the UK alternative food movement beginning 

to frame food issues?  Will it follow a similar path to the North American 

movement, from local market solutions, green consumerism, and ‘uncritical’ food 

poverty programmes, to the emergence of a more critical perspective and agenda 

for systemic transformation that resonates with the global food sovereignty 

movement?  What determines the visibility/invisibility of emerging energy scarcity 

as a framing issue within alternative food initiatives like FPC’s and LFP’s?   

Health issues 

Contrary to the generally upbeat view within the Transition movement about the 

benefits of local food, the Cuban Special Period confirmed the warnings presented 

by Darrell (2010) regarding the health risks posed by a more restricted, localised 

diet. What measures then are needed to address this?  Darrell proposes testing of 

regional soils, and remedial action to restore mineral content imbalances.  Cuba 

also successfully demonstrated the importance of a national health and nutrition 

monitoring network, combined with rationing and targeted food programmes, and 

inter-regional redistribution of food surpluses, all coordinated by a flexible, 

decentralised but still functioning and legitimate state.  The need to develop similar 

measures in Britain and Ireland would seem far-fetched, at present, but it would be 

helpful to have plans for similar infrastructure, the event of a food crisis.  To this 

end, it would be important to at least develop detailed contingency plans for 

national and regional health and nutrition monitoring, and for structures to 

facilitate inter-regional solidarity, practical exchanges, and mutual support. 

Other issues 

Finally, two additional and important issues which should be included in the 

research agenda.  The first concerns the participation of women within the food and 
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farming system, especially regarding access to land, and leadership within the 

farming sector.  The majority of farmers in Northern Ireland are male and aged 50-

60 years.  A similar profile exists in Britain and the Republic of Ireland.  Industrial 

farming and farmers’ unions are male dominated. The farm sector desperately 

needs a younger and mixed gender demographic profile, open to fresh ideas and 

approaches.  The author’s personal observations when previously employed in an 

organic horticulture training centre in Co. Leitrim, were that the majority of trainees 

attending commercial horticulture training (as opposed to shorter, alternative 

lifestyle courses) were women.  The majority of trainees who went on to become 

successful commercial growers were women.  Leaving aside debates about 

‘essentialism’ or the social construction of gender, women did demonstrate greater 

receptivity to agroecological thinking, and a spontaneous ability to adopt 

cooperative practices.  There needs to be a strong theme of gender-focussed 

research within the broader research agenda aimed at unleashing this enormous 

potential. 

Secondly, the potential role of the armed forces in making a constructive 

contribution to the food and farming transition needs to be explored.  We have 

seen, in Chapter 3, examples of very progressive literature emanating from the US 

and German militaries, and in Chapter 6, the remarkable response of the Cuban 

military, in terms of self-provisioning, agricultural training for recruits, and 

subsidised sale of production surpluses.  Further studies are needed to highlight 

these examples, and to engage directly with the armed forces in order to create a 

positive vision for their future role.  Without this, the default position, is likely to be 

a more repressive role focussing on the control of civil unrest. 
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Appendix C: Transcript of interview with Rob Hopkins, Transition 
Towns Network – 20th September 2011 

 

WF - How many ‘transition’ initiatives, that you are aware of, have adopted a 

strategic approach to food rather than just encouraging ‘grow your own’, and have 

maybe engaged with the local authority in a strategic way ? 

RH - I’d say you could probably at this stage count them on one hand, or maybe not 

actually, well there’s Stroud – Stroud did a ‘Can Stroud Feed Itself ?’ document as 

part of their local strategic partnership thing which then fed in to the local policy 

making.  Transition Norwich did a ‘Can Norwich Feed Itself ?’ study which they then 

followed up with by getting some funding to start implementing the first initial 

stages of that.  So, they’re putting a new mill in place.  So, rather than just setting 

up some food projects they did a strategic thing first and identified which were the 

key things to start with.  I think they are a really important one in all of this.  In 

Totnes, we did a ‘Can Totnes and District Feed Itself ?’, working with Simon Fairlie 

and a few other people.  In the New Forest, they’ve been doing stuff, not so much 

strategic, more, it was based...there their approach was…they did a New Forest 

‘food challenge’ thing, and worked with loads of local food producers, and brought 

them all together, and kind of did it that way round, so it was more about 

networking the producers, and trying to boost their markets.  In Bristol, Transition 

Bristol worked very closely with the City Council, which first of all led to the Peak Oil 

Plan which is the first city in the country to do peak oil plan, which was then 

followed up by the Bristol food report, which is about local food in Bristol – I think 

you’ve seen that.  Where else ?  There’s a place called Slaithwaite in Yorkshire – so 

Marsden and Slaithwaite Transition Towns – MASTT for short.  They’re coming at it 

from a different angle again where they took over the local shop, the local green 

grocers was about to close down.  So, they took over the greengrocers as a 

community buy-out, they raised 15 grand in a community share option, took over 

the shop, and then found very quickly that as a place selling food, reliant on the 
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wholesalers that virtually everything was imported.  When they found out the garlic 

came from China, they were all absolutely horrified.  Most of the wholesale garlic in 

this country comes from China apparently.  So, they started the shop and then what 

spun-off the shop has been a food-growing cooperative called ‘Edibles’, and now 

they’re doing a wind cooperative, and so it’s really interesting, that shop has been a 

catalyst for various other sorts of things, not necessarily strategic but more driven 

by finding a gap.  One of the things they did when they first opened the shop, they 

started what they called the ‘Slaithwaite garlic challenge’.  Everyone who came in 

the shop got given cloves of garlic, and they were told, ‘Whatever you can grow, 

we’ll buy it back off you…at least this place can become self-sufficient in garlic in a 

couple of years, then we’ll work out from there’. 

WF - ..And that was coming from people’s gardens ? 

RH - People’s gardens, allotments, that sort of stuff.  I mean it’s not Transition, but 

there’s the Incredible Edible stuff in Todmorden which is very interesting, and also 

in London, a lot of the Transition groups have benefitted from Capital Growth 

schemes, done by the Mayor of London’s office, which has offered small grants and 

networking for urban food production.  They wanted to get 2012 new food gardens 

in place for the 2012 Olympics, that’s the idea, and so quite a few transition groups 

have come through that as well.  And, another one that’s not ‘transition’ as such, 

but which is very interesting is the Growing Communities thing in Hackney which is 

trying to work out…trying to think quite strategically about it, and then again it’s not 

really strategic I guess but it’s maybe another angle where that kind of stuff might 

come from, is all the kind of ‘local diet’ stuff, like the Fife diet, the Cornish diet, and 

New Forest diet, and quite a few transition groups have got involved in those.  The 

Cornish stuff has got pushed a lot by the transition groups there, and that’s really 

interesting in terms of reconnecting people with seasonal food and what you do 

with it.  One of the things we’ve wanted to do in Transition Network for some time 

has been a bigger ‘Can Britain Feed Itself ?’ study.  So, Simon Fairlie did his ‘Can 

Britain Feed Itself ?’ study in the Land magazine a while ago, so that was the 

foundation for the Totnes one that we did, but we wanted to do a more detailed 
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‘Can Britain Feed Itself ?’, but we haven’t managed to get any funding to do that, as 

yet…I think it may have morphed into a bigger piece about localisation in a wider 

sense, but food localisation would be a part of that.  One of the people who’s very 

interesting in this, is a guy called Mark Thurston Goodwin in Bath who runs 

Geofutures, a sort of GIS mapping consultancy, and they are really keen on all of 

this and one of the things, and one of the  things they’ve developed is a thing called 

‘Food Mapper’ which is a tool whereby communities can map at a local scale what’s 

happening already in terms of food – he might be worth talking to.  The other 

person who might be worth talking to is Andre Viljoen at Brighton University.  He 

wrote a book called Continuous Productive Urban Landscapes – awful, awful title, 

but very inciteful.  He did a lot of study around Cuba…he went to Cuba, and he looks 

at the war as an example. 

WF - In the same book ? 

RH - Yeah, it’s a very good book actually.  It’s kind of a collection of academic papers 

about urban food production and stuff.  So, I would probably say in terms of 

transition groups who are strategically doing stuff  it’s probably 5 or 6 at this stage, 

but in the new transition book which is out in about 3 weeks – The Transition 

Companion – that’s the book I’ve been doing for the last 18 months.  It comes out in 

about 3 weeks, and there’s quite a big section in there about the importance of 

strategic thinking and strategic planning, joining up all the different bits, particularly 

in relation to food, so it tells that story, it has Norwich in there as a case study. 

WF - What are the difficulties or opportunities for engaging local authorities ? 

RH - There’s a bit that I wrote on my website this morning which tries to capture 

some of the difficulties [http://transitionculture.org/2011/09/20/how-questioning-

economic-growth-left-me-feeling-like-a-pilgrim-from-the-25th-century/] I went to a 

thing last week in Newton Abbot, which is our neighbouring town, all about their 

development plan process, and there were various speakers, and I’m not quite sure 

who got me to come along, but it was all about how they were doing the new plan 

for Newton Abbot that was all based around jobs, and growth, and prosperity, and 

http://transitionculture.org/2011/09/20/how-questioning-economic-growth-left-me-feeling-like-a-pilgrim-from-the-25th-century/
http://transitionculture.org/2011/09/20/how-questioning-economic-growth-left-me-feeling-like-a-pilgrim-from-the-25th-century/
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all this kind of thing, and I was saying ‘What are your assumptions for doing this, 

exactly? And how does this work? Where is all this growth going to come from, 

exactly? It went down like a lead balloon, you know, but I think there is such 

pressure from central government on local government.  The current government 

has decided that the way out of recession is by building lots of stuff, which worked 

really well in Ireland, Italy and Spain, for a while, and they are fixated on this, so the 

new planning stuff that the government is putting out is basically saying..is the 

presumption in favour of development, and arguing that all development is 

sustainable development.  Any development that leads to sustained economic 

growth is now called sustainable development, so finding a space in that for urban 

agriculture that’s not the vision they’ve got going on at the moment, and when you 

were talking before about peak oil, I don’t know if you saw the thing Chris 

Skrebowski wrote last week that was a really interesting reframing of peak oil.  He 

said peak oil is not the top of the production curve.  He said peak oil is the point 

where in effect the price of the oil makes economic growth impossible.  It’s a really 

interesting shift in terms of looking at it, and him saying, if you look at it like that, 

that’s where we are.  So, that’s the kind of tack I was taking with these guys at the 

council. 

WF – It’s similar to Korowicz’s argument. 

RH - Yes, it’s a very interesting evolution of Colin Campbell’s kind of stuff. So, I think 

the difficulties with councils are whether there’s a kind of ….the degree of kind of 

buy in to the idea.  So around here our council is …of 44 councillors, probably about 

38 are climate sceptics, conservative rural councillors, you know, whereas in 

somewhere like Nottingham where they passed a peak oil resolution quite early on 

through working with Transition Nottingham. Actually now that peak oil resolution 

is really starting to underpin a lot of their policies, and getting those kind of 

resolutions in place can make quite a bit of difference.  On Transition Culture as well 

you would find the story of Stroud, and how Transition Stroud worked with their 

local council.  The deputy head of the council said something really nice like ‘If 

Transition Stroud did not exist we’d need to make them up’, because they really 
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appreciated the value of what they were doing.  Whether there’s any councils 

who…in Middlesborough they did a whole lot of stuff around urban food production 

but I sense that that was kind of a …probably like an Arts Council funded project or 

something.  The idea that a council’s going to go ‘Fuck this is really serious big time, 

we need to start growing food everywhere’ is pretty much as the council saying, 

‘We here from this time forward, it is our analysis that economic growth is no 

longer possible, and that we need to embark on a path of intentional localisation, 

and intentional food security building’, and so I think actually if that’s the route we 

expect it to happen, we’re going to be waiting for a very long time, and possibly 

until it’s an emergency situation.  So, my sense is that the most likely avenue for 

that kind of thing is …so what I put in the piece about Newton Abbot is at the 

moment the council has …we want this plan to deal with our employment agenda, 

our skills and training agenda, our lack of affordable housing agenda, and our 

environment agenda.  So, ‘environment’ sits over in a little box over here.  So, then 

they say, ‘We need houses, so we’re going to get a developer to come in and build 

them, and hopefully he won’t trash the environment too much at the same time’, 

whereas, if you underpin that with a resilience thinking and a sort of transition 

approach, you say, ‘How can we build these houses so they do as many things as 

possible ?’ So, these houses…we’ll build them with local materials which will create 

employment for local farmers.  It means we can train young people in this new way 

of building.  They’ll be healthier buildings; they’ll be warmer buildings.  We can 

create all kinds of other spin off businesses producing these materials.  We can get 

people off the dole, and get them involved in work again because you don’t have to 

be a trained builder to build straw-bale walls, in much more forgiving kind of 

material.  Then, you still end up with the houses, but in doing so you create all these 

other sort of virtuous cycles that have a better impact on the economy, and I think 

if we can argue that urban agriculture ticks more boxes than not doing urban 

agriculture – it’s like I think the urban agriculture movement comes at it from the 

angle of ‘We need urban agriculture because it’s really great, and we need urban 

agriculture because it’s nicer and it’s more fun’.  Arguing we need urban agriculture 

because we are all going to starve to death doesn’t seem to be quite resonating 
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with those people, and so I wonder sometimes whether there’s an angle for ….I 

don’t know if you’ve ever seen any of the ‘spin-farming’ stuff from Canada and the 

US – so small plot, intensive farming (SPIN) from Canada, and this idea of what they 

call ‘patch-work farming’.  So, if you’re a farmer rather than needing ten acres, you 

get a series of small bits of land around the city, and you work them really 

intensively, and they argue it’s a really very, very viable way of generating incomes 

and livings for people.  So, I wonder whether if that’s part of the shift is to say, ‘Let’s 

use urban land in that way, we can train young people, we can create more food 

security’.  You can kind of tick more of their boxes.  Because that ‘Oh my God, the 

shit’s about to hit the fan’ kind of approach …you know maybe there’s a few kind of 

enlightened councils who can see that and who’ve thought ahead, and who’ve 

thought peak oil, climate change – ‘We’ve done a peak oil resolution…..’, but most 

of them are still…….and all the advice from central government is ‘Get back to 

growth, get back to growth and do so by building’.  And then you are in a world 

where basically any unused land is potentially development land, and in urban areas 

you’ve got that tension all the time unless you do the very kind of ephemeral urban 

agriculture that you can move on, sort of container growing, and that sort of stuff. 

WF – In terms of sustaining urban populations in the future, you’re going to have to 

look at the whole footprint which is what your Can Totnes Feed Itself exercise was 

all about – looking at different zones of food growing. I don’t know what it’s like 

here, but people in towns and cities generally don’t realise there’s a rural hinterland 

they will need to depend on in the future. 

RH - Well, people have become very disconnected from food and farming 

altogether.  One other thing is about protectionism.  What we’re really talking 

about the only way this is really going to happen is with new government policies 

around protectionism, or what is called protectionism.  Like, when we went to our 

local council for some funding towards a local food directory, we were told they 

weren’t allowed to give us money for that because it would be seen as promoting 

protectionism, because under GATT and these kind of things, public money can’t be 

spent promoting the idea that local food is better than imported food. 
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WF - But loads of places do it. 

RH - They do, but they have to find other ways….there may be some places that 

kind of wing it, but strictly speaking you can’t say ‘That’s better than that’. 

WF – All over Europe they ignore that legislation; they promote their local foods.  

We seem to take the rules more seriously here. 

But even then when you have a city, and then you have the farmers around the city, 

very rarely does anything those farmers grow end up in the city because those 

farmers are feeding everything into those kind of international commodity markets, 

and actually, what it takes in order for those farmers to be able to shift their focus 

to supplying local markets…you always get some who are more head-strong, 

individualistic, more principled farmers…but how you get them to shift that 

focus…in a sense they are still growing the same stuff largely, although whether 

Derry could eat as much butter as is produced around…that’s one of the things that 

came out of the Can Totnes Feed Itself ? study. 

WF – The imbalance?  

RH - Yeah that we grow lots of one thing, and not so much of the other thing, and 

down here there’s not that much grown in the way of cereals because the gluten 

isn’t that great down here, whereas in the east it is. 

WF – Same in Ireland, it’s all meat and dairy there. You mentioned the ‘Can Totnes 

Feed Itself ?’ report, has that approach been further developed in Totnes, or 

anywhere else ? 

RH - Well, it was developed in the sense that it was in a context, so it was in that 

context of the Energy Descent Action Plan, so it was sat alongside a kind of ‘Can 

Totnes Power Itself ?’ and all that kind of stuff as well.  I suppose the things that 

have followed on from it are that CPRE did a study which ….’From Fork to Field’ 

which was a study of 6 towns in the UK, and a kind of food mapping exercise if you 

like …. that’s been the foundation of what [Holly’s] been doing.  That argued that 
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Totnes was…I think it got a little over-excited with itself really…it said something like 

60% of food in Totnes is grown in Totnes, which I think is ridiculous, if you see the 

amount of people going in to Morrisons on a Saturday morning, no way is that the 

case, I don’ think.  But, we haven’t used it…Norwich is the main one in terms of 

doing a whatever ‘Feed Itself’, and then doing something really meaningful, you 

know, using that as the foundation for something. 

WF - So they did a similar study ? 

RH - They did, yeah.  But, they concluded that because the land around Norwich 

grows lots of wheat, really high quality wheat, that actually they much less land to 

feed themselves, because it’s such a more condensed source of carbohydrates.  

They reckoned that like a 6 mile circle around Norwich could feed Norwich in that 

study, but then they saw that one of the obstacles was that there was no mill, so all 

this was wheat was grown and shipped off somewhere for milling.  There wasn’t 

any infrastructure.  One of the things that Holly is looking at which is very 

interesting, is what are the obstacles in Totnes to more places using local food, 

more food manufacturers using local food.  There’s a company that makes organic 

soups near here, and there’s a company that makes pies, and one of the problems 

is, if they want to source local food, local produce, what they need is stuff that’s 

washed and chopped, because they work on a bigger scale…and the only place that 

does organic washed and chopped vegetables near here…they used to have to bring 

them all in from Holland, washed and chopped and organic, and now the nearest 

place is Norfolk, so they’re saying you‘ve got all the farmers around you who grow 

veg and the stuff that’s not quite good enough to sell, the weird, knobbly, bald 

things, actually at the moment they can’t quite use, but if you had a facility here 

that could come in and meet that demand, so it’s interesting looking at it 

strategically, you identify things that you wouldn’t necessarily have thought of at 

the beginning.   

WF - Would TT Norwich know about the Norwich study ?  
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RH - It’s a partnership between Transition Norwich and East Anglia Food Link.  So, 

they did that together.  So, the guy who did that is called Tully Wakeman. 

WF - The Totnes study acknowledges that it was carried out in isolation from the 

surrounding towns – if you were carrying out this exercise ‘for real’, you would have 

to take those towns and populations into account, wouldn’t you ? 

RH - You would, that’s where it all becomes very complicated.  I think the main 

thing that came out of that study was actually feeding Totnes in terms of vegetables 

is really easy, and urban agriculture is a key part of doing that, but actually Riverford 

Farm on the edge of Totnes could actually produce all of Totnes’s vegetables on 

about 100 acres.  It doesn’t actually need that much land to grow enough veg for 

everybody, but in the urban agriculture movement, we tend to get quite fixated on 

vegetables, but actually it’s the cereals, the fats, the sugars, and all that sort of 

stuff. So, I could imagine a scenario where you had a mixture of urban agriculture 

and peri-urban market gardens, and peri-urban farms feeding in the more kind of 

perishable, high value stuff, and exactly how it will kind of balance out in terms of 

London’s …..London’s food footprint in that map came out as far as Bristol and well 

underneath Birmingham, so it’s a huge, huge thing, which is why Simon Fairlie 

concludes that Britain can feed itself, but England can’t, it needs Wales and 

Scotland in order to do so.  So, I think it was a very useful thing to do.  It identified 

the things that we could do, but quite how it all joins up starts to give you brain 

ache after a while. 

WF – If you really had to do this from a planning point of view, you’d probably be 

better off basing it on the towns with the bigger footprints, but if you follow that 

logic, it goes all the way up to London. 

RH - Inevitably there will be some imported food, but there always has been, but 

it’s the kind of core …I mean in the new book it’s talking to the people who do 

growing communities and the Fife diet people.  They reckon probably about 80/20 

imported and nationally produced is about right. 
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WF - From a planning point of view, if we get to the stage where central government 

takes this seriously, and gives guidance to local authorities to take it seriously, 

where would be the best place for this kind of approach to be located ? 

RH - District councils, I would think, with a national network of district councils 

working out how it all relates together, not working in isolation from each other.  

The way it works in [possible reference to author ? – Nair ?], in the World War II 

stuff was that then you had local organisations that were called…I can’t remember, 

but all over the country there were people who were basically the food security 

officers who did training in village halls, preserving, and showing people how to do 

this, that, and the other, and unlocked land for people to grow food on, and that 

kind of stuff, and they were supported by legislation, but it was the district 

councils…..the government resilience stuff is county councils.  So, each county 

council has to have a resilience plan.  I don’t know how it works in Ireland, but 

there’s a national resilience framework, which is the government’s emergency 

preparedness/resilience stuff…that’s the scale that they obviously think is going to 

be most effective in terms of difficult times.  But, around here …sorry no it’s county 

councils, that’s the one I’m talking about, because around here South Hams council 

would be too small, so it would be county council level, same as the resilience stuff. 

WF – In Northern Ireland we’ve just District Councils and it’s based around the 

biggest towns. 

RH – That’s the best scale, I would think, that’s like bioregional councils. 

WF - Well, not exactly bioregional, but closer to it, to some extent. 

RH – By ‘bioregional’ I mean, they’re what people would identify with, you know, 

‘Where are you from ?’ – ‘I’m from there, within that kind of area’  ..like old 

historical boundaries.  It’s not like it was just drawn on a map 20 years ago, like the 

ones here. 

WF – Here you have county councils, and within that you can have district councils? 
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RH - ….and within that you have town councils…so election day is fun.  But, you 

could imagine that you’d have the county council being the main place where that 

would sit – it already is in terms of resilience, but then the town councils or parish 

councils, the smallest ones on the ground would have a key role to play in actually 

rolling things out and supporting stuff on the ground in terms of urban agriculture 

and allotments and teaching people to grow and preserve…that kind of domestic 

food security will be best promoted at that level, but the more strategic thinking 

would best be done by county councils I would think.  As far as I’m aware…. a 

colleague of mine went along to one of the resilience things and they were talking 

about this, that, and the other, and body bags, and what you would do with this, 

that, and the other, and he said, ‘What about food ?’ and they were all like ‘What 

about it ?’ This wasn’t talked about. 

WF – I think if it’s the same here, they’ve only been thinking about a limited number 

of emergencies that are temporary, eg a terrorist incident, or a major flood, or 

something like that.  In Ireland I contacted the equivalent in the Republic.  They are 

not looking at peak oil at all.  They are just looking at the potential of flooding from 

extreme weather events to do with climate change, and maybe terrorist incidents, 

and so on.  So, they think short term. 

RH - Yeah, it’s always the problem I have with the government’s resilience stuff, it 

all boils down to ‘resilient to what?’, and actually if you are talking about resilience 

to pandemics and computer hackers or something, then the solutions you are going 

to come up with are completely off the mark.  But, I don’t know if you saw that 

thing I put on the blog a couple of months ago, that World Economic Forum study 

that was done, that was all about risk, and Transition has been saying since it 

started that it’s peak oil, climate change and economic contraction that are the 

drivers and the main risks, and this was this body that writes a report every year 

that goes to all the world governments, analysing what it believes are the key risks 

moving forward into the future, and there they are: peak oil, climate change, 

economic contraction, as the 3 main things within the next 10 years that are felt to 

have the greatest likelihood of happening, and greatest impact in terms of dollars, 
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but still most of the resilience stuff that happens at the county level is about bird flu 

and things like that . 

WF - Is the Transition Network engaging with central government ?  Are you 

lobbying with them ? 

We aren’t lobbying.  We did lobby on one thing actually.  We lobbied on the feed-in 

tariff.  Initially the feed-in tariff had a particular rate for larger installations which 

they just cut because loads of developers were building big solar farms all over 

farms in Devon and Cornwall.  So, they cut it, and we were saying, ‘Actually, they 

should look at larger installations differently if they’re run by communities, and if 

they fund-raise.  So, in Lewes they just did the UK’s first community solar power 

station, and they raised 350 grand through the local community and covered the 

local brewery in solar PV and everyone gets money back from the return.  So, that 

should be looked at completely differently and have a higher tariff.  So, we lobbied 

on that, and that seems to have changed their thinking, but we don’t do much 

lobbying. 

WF -  What about food? 

RH - No, we haven’t done any lobbying on food.  We are very, very small, as you will 

have seen today.  I mean that’s not everybody – it’s about 10 people.  But, in terms 

of the stuff that we already do, it takes a lot of our focus really  

WF - On the issues that you are talking to them about, do you find you have an 

‘open door’ ? Are they listening and taking you seriously ? 

I think they take us seriously.  They like the idea of Transition because it’s 

something that’s about…it’s like the Big Society 

WF - people doing things for themselves? 

RH - Yeah, and showing them what’s possible.  In terms of whether they take peak 

oil and climate change seriously, or the whole idea of localisation, I don’t think….not 
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really, no.  I think there’s maybe a few, who are like Caroline Lucas, and there’s a 

few people in there.  But mostly I think we’re kind of ….I think they find Transition 

quite fascinating because it does stuff that government really can’t do.  But, our 

focus tends to be at the local level really, and supporting initiatives at that level. 

WF - Given all the vested interests in the current food system, like agri-business, the 

farming industry, agri-science establishments, and so on, and also individual 

consumers have got used to having food from all over the world out of season, to 

what extent do you think planned re-localisation of the food system is realistically 

possible ? 

RH - The tricky thing is always going to be around timings and the degree to 

which….it’s like we live in one paradigm now where it’s cheaper to buy an apple 

from New Zealand, than to buy an apple from up the road, and all this stuff carted 

here, there, and everywhere, and the UK send a million and a half kilos of potatoes 

over to Germany every year, and brings exactly the same amount back again, and all 

this stuff is swapping around, which is massively wasteful and only possible because 

cheap energy enables it and it breeds social inequalities, etc…..to another food 

system which is a more localised food system based on social justice, and 

cooperative, and shared means, etc.  But, at the moment, the business models that 

would be viable in that one would really, really struggle in the current one, so it’s 

kind of…that’s why we call it ‘transition’ really, it’s about the bridging bit of how you 

get between one and the other, and I don’t think anyone has quite got that yet – 

whether actually the best thing to do is really high profile things that just shift 

people’s minds about what’s possible in terms of food, like there’s a project in 

Crouch End in London, called ‘Food from the Sky’, where they’re growing food on 

the roof of a Budgens supermarket – they’ve turned into an urban food garden 

which has been getting loads of coverage, or something like ‘Incredible Edible’, 

Todmorden, which is just about saying ‘Let’s grow food everywhere!’, so it just 

becomes commonplace and nobody really thinks about it, and they’re 

extraordinary, what they’re doing up there – really starting to shift people’s……or is 

it about going for some really big scale things, like creating different kinds of farms, 
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more forestry-based, more mixed kind of farms, linking up Stroud Co. which is like a 

kind of food hub for people to bring food in.  I think it’s all those things at once 

really.  Can we do it time ?  I don’t know, it’s always a question about whether the 

degree to which within the local food movement there’s enormous resistance to 

the idea that you maybe work with Tesco or Asda or whatever, because they’re the 

embodiment of what’s wrong with the food system, but the fact is at the moment in 

some towns 95% of food is sold out of one shop, one big supermarket if they’ve 

successfully killed off all the competition.  So, maybe there is a case in places like 

that for working with those [organisations ?]….so if you had Waitrose for example 

who are probably the most ‘local foodie’, ‘eco-ie’ kind of supermarket, if you got 

them fired up about the idea of urban agriculture, and you got them to support the 

setting up of 20 spin-farming, roof-top, herb-garden…really interesting things all 

across the town.  If for the first 5 or 6 years they had Waitrose written on them, but 

used that as the vehicle for getting that infrastructure in to place, and once it’s in 

place, whatever happens that’s there..I don’t know, there’s different schools of 

thought on that really. 

WF - Urban agriculture would probably only provide about 5% of what a city needs. 

RH - Yeah, the World War II figures where it was 10% of the fresh vegetables, not of 

all the food. 

WF - And was that urban and peri-urban? 

RH - If you look in that MSc I did there is a figure in there and there is a reference 

for it. 

WF - Supposing it is too late to plan re-localisation and that maybe in 3 or 4 years 

we will have forced re-localisation, what do you think should be the priorities for 

action now, to prepare for that scenario, in terms of food ? 

RH - Before I did the PhD in Totnes, I would have said we need to teach everybody 

to grow food, but actually when I did it…when I did that survey, and the focus 
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groups, and everything, actually over 60% of people in Totnes said they felt really 

confident they could do that.  I mean obviously I kept thinking I should do a ‘garden-

off’ competition just to see if they actually can or not, but those things spread very, 

very quickly, and you got a sense in that of one person starts growing food on their 

front garden where everyone can see it, and then the neighbours start and it 

spreads, and once you know you’ve got someone you can ask about how to do it, it 

makes an enormous difference.  I think what we need to start doing now is to work 

with farmers so that we can broaden what people are growing.  We need to start 

connecting those farmers in towards local markets through food hubs or ways that 

make it more affordable - cut out the middle man.  Growing food everywhere – just 

making food production a part of people’s daily life experience, and standing up to 

the whole protectionism thing, I think, arguing that you see a value in that, rather 

than just opening up more or more markets….abandoning that kind of thing.  And as 

well, showing that these things are viable – coming up with business models which 

pull together education, training, and food production, and getting young 

people….making food production cool again, making farming and market gardening 

cool again, I think is going to be a really big one because there’s a whole generation 

of young people there who just standing out in a field all day just would be 

absolutely horrendous.  So, that’s why in the Transition Handbook we have those 

silly, made-up stories from the future…the idea of TV game-shows around market 

gardening and stuff.  Market gardening being seen as a cool occupation would make 

a big difference.  In terms of national government, they could move away from the 

idea that is still government policy, that food resilience basically means getting 

bananas from 12 different countries rather than 6 different countries, and actually 

doing some kind of audit of the UK food system in terms of what oil price does the 

whole thing start to unravel – a kind of energy resilience assessment of the national 

food system would be very useful. 

WF - I was looking at the dialogue you had with Richard Heinberg on emergency 

planning – has the Transition movement followed that up in any way ?  What is your 

latest thinking on it ?  
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RH - There’s some stuff in the PhD I did about it that builds on that.  I think there 

are just various things that are ongoing, live areas in transition, I guess.  There’s that 

whole question about energy descent planning versus emergency preparedness.  

There’s the whole question about inner transition and outer transition, there’s 

questions about diversity [of engagement ?].  You are never going to get everyone 

to agree…like stuff around activism, the degree to which we should be out there 

campaigning against things or whether it’s about being for things.  There’s never 

going to be an official Transition take on it.  They’re just on-going debates, and 

those debates occasionally become more live at times.  So, there are some people 

involved in Transition who are very focussed on emergency preparedness stuff, I 

guess more in the US.  One thing that came out in there is that ‘Oh my God, 

everything’s going to be like the Day After Tomorrow’.  Actually, it’s because there’s 

no safety net at all, and people’s every day experience in the US is you are literally a 

month and a half’s pay cheque away from losing your house, and when you start 

falling, you keep falling until you hit the concrete.  Whereas here, there are still 

some more safety nets, social stuff, and benefits.  So, I think that very acute sense 

of impending implosion and that survivalist response tends to come more from the 

US than here.  So, I think it’s just an on-going thing really.  I suppose my own 

thinking is that I increasingly take the sort of prognoses of imminent, catastrophic 

meltdown with larger and larger pinches of salt, I think that what we’re actually 

seeing is more of a sort of lurch into an ever-worsening kind of a recession with 

what Colin Campbell called the ‘bumpy plateau’ in terms of you start to…the oil 

price spikes, and that kills economic growth, and then the economy goes into free 

fall so people use less oil, so then the price can rise again, but it can’t rise as high as 

it did last time, so you’re bouncing off this ceiling that’s always moving downwards, 

and the spacing of those becomes tighter and tighter and tighter, and that feels to 

me more what we are moving in to.  And within that you’ve got the thing where 

different things are at the forefront of people’s minds at different times.  So, when 

you are on one of the up bits, then people are worrying about the oil price, but 

about climate change as well, because you feel it’s something you can do something 

about.  When you are on the downward bit, like we are now, people say there’s not 
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enough money to deal with climate change, we’ll deal with climate change once 

we’ve got economic growth going again.  So, it feels like that’s where we’re at, so I 

think increasingly the thing with Transition and what I’m arguing in the new book is 

that it’s really about trying to identify those things that we’ll need and to create 

viable social enterprises around them.  So, there’s quite a few transition groups 

setting up their own community-run energy companies, food hubs, kind of food co-

ops, vegetable box kind of stuff, local currencies, starting to put that kind of stuff 

into place, but in such a way that for me the big idea coming through transition is 

that idea of localisation as economic development that that’s the key to actually 

engaging with local councils and the local business community…is to say if we’re 

going to…where’s the economic activity going to come from in this place over the 

next ten to twenty years ?  Is it really going to come from Apple coming in and 

setting up a factory here or that kind of external hoping we can we can create a 

conducive enough low-rent kind of, low-regulation business space  that all these 

businesses are going to come flying in from. Or is it actually about plugging the leaks 

of the economy we’ve already got and seeing that as the economic driver.  That 

feels to me to be the way forward.  Then you are seen to be really addressing a 

need that people are more and more identifying now. 

WF – yes, you have to talk to what is concerning people, or you will not engage 

them. 

RH - Yeah, peak oil and climate change can often feel like a …..in Topsham in Devon, 

they have Transition Topsham, and they tried this, that, and the other, and did 

various things, films and stuff, and then after a while they felt ‘What are the things 

that really motivate people here ? Is it peak oil ? Climate change ? Is it beer ? 

Possibly. So one of the first things they’ve done there is to set up a micro-brewery 

for which they raised 30 grand locally and it’s all about local beers which then 

celebrate the local place, it’s about using local materials, feeding hops to local pigs, 

and delivering it all with little electric things.  That kind of stuff, so you start to be 

seen as addressing local needs, creating work, creating something people are really 

proud of. 
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Appendix D: Transcript of interview with Norman Fulton, Head of 
Policy, Dept. of Agriculture & Rural Development, Northern 

Ireland – 1st July 2011 

 

[Author provided brief background to research regarding potential impact of oil 

depletion on agriculture and food security] 

WF - Do you have any questions ? 

NF – No, if you want to fire ahead, it’s a very interesting area, increasingly topical.  

The whole issue of food security really has come back on to the agenda again in the 

last 3 or 4 years. Before that it certainly wasn’t on the policy agenda.  Nobody really 

was talking or worrying about food security, so it’s only in the last number of years 

that it has come back on to the agenda. It all stems from the shocks in 2007-2008 

commodity prices really did take off and suddenly people started to talk about this 

issue again, but up to that it hadn’t featured at all – it’s not just permeating right 

through the future of the CAP- its right up there – its more the objectives and it 

hadn’t been previously so it’s something that is very much now becoming a live 

topic – but different people have different perceptions about the whole issue – for 

some it’s about almost protectionism – food from our own resources – protect 

European sources of supply – protect European farmers – so you have that aspect - 

others come at it from a completely different perspective – it’s about sub-Saharan 

Africa – it’s about third world poverty so you get very different perceptions about  

the same issue and really depends on your stakeholder interests in this. 

WF - How would you describe the current policy ? 

NF – At what level ?  Food security is not a regional issue – can’t be a regional issue.  

If you are genuinely worried about food security then you simply can’t tackle that 

issue from a regional perspective. It’s a global issue, it’s a multinational issue, and 

that’s how you address it.  So whilst you may have people talking about it from a 

local perspective, it’s meaningless in a local perspective, so it’s more into the 
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European policy agenda, and the CAP is coming up for another reform and you will 

certainly see food security mentioned and peppered throughout the Commission 

documents.  How that is actually manifested in terms of an actual policy that will 

deliver food security you will probably look pretty hard to actually be able to 

actually identify anything.  I suppose the closest they will come is talking about 

retaining a capability or capacity in the context of land, maintaining land in a state, 

a capacity, to produce food, which is probably about as far as you can go in many 

ways. 

WF - So having the potential to grow food if you had to? 

NF – To respond to the market – the whole focus on the CAP is to actually reconnect 

farmers and primary production with markets. The CAP from its existence 

effectively tried to control markets, which it failed to do, which is why you got the 

wine lakes, the butter mountains, and the beef mountains, it simply distorted 

markets, and disrupted the transmission of market signals. So the whole evolution 

of the CAP from I suppose effectively the mid 1990’s has been  away from market 

management and towards direct support of farmers, allowing farmers to respond to 

the market, and trying to take out the distortion that has been created by the CAP.  

Now, what that has done, particularly in recent years is because those distortionary 

mechanisms have been removed or scaled down, European production has 

dropped, and so you have been seeing the surpluses that we traditionally had in 

Europe are gone, but that has been reflected then in prices, so at a European level 

you will see European share of world exports has been dropping, European 

production has been dropping, and now far from being a …in the beef side for 

example where we had a structural surplus, we were a net exporter, we are now a 

net importer, and so.. 

WF - The EU is a net importer? 

NF – Yes.  And so, I suppose then, people look at that and start to worry about, well, 

how secure is our sources of supply, in that sort of scenario, so whilst you start to 
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worry about that and wonder about that, you know, I suppose the next question is 

what are you going to do about it ?  What is the correct level of self-sufficiency? 

WF - What’s the UK position on this?  Is there a distinctive Northern Ireland position 

that’s developing? 

NF - There’s not a distinctive Northern Ireland position on it, really, you could 

say..you can’t really address food security in a regional context, I suppose we would 

simply comment that Europe has to..in one sense Europe is a wealthy area of the 

world, we are realistically not going to face food shortages we will always be able to 

afford to buy our way out of problems, but it’s not a very ethical approach if that’s 

at the expense of people in disadvantaged third world countries, so I don’t think 

we’d really go beyond that.  The UK position is I think more along the lines of this is 

a global problem – the safest way to ensure food security is to allow open trade 

because that allows food production systems to adjust to market signals, it allows 

food production systems to adjust to longer term trends in…arising from climate 

change for example, so if certain regions may find it more difficult to produce food, 

other regions may benefit, so you allow those changes to happen, you try to 

remove barriers, for example the reaction of some countries to price increases is to 

ban exports. We’ve seen that with Russia, with grain.  We’ve seen that with 

Ukraine. We’ve seen that with Argentina and beef. They’ve used this mechanism 

to…if you ban exports you effectively try to depress prices for the product 

internally, and you protect your sources of supply, but by doing that you then send 

a signal to your own producers ‘prices are lower, therefore you produce less’, so 

you actually..for the best of reasons you may be trying to protect your sources of 

supply, but in the long term you are actually doing the wrong thing, you are sending 

the wrong signals to your production system, whereas if you…as somebody said ‘the 

cure for high prices is high prices’, because producers respond to that, and they 

produce more and the market corrects itself.  So, the UK position is more we need 

to allow freer trade, we need to support developing countries in improving 

productivity of their agricultural systems, so you’ve got the whole aid agenda [???}, 

we need more investment in R & D and in new technology.  And so it’s that sort of 
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approach that the UK government will be adopting to food security, and it’s 

certainly not the protectionist route which is basically we have to produce more 

food indigenously. It certainly wouldn’t have that agenda at all. 

WF - There were a number of recent joint summits on food security, were there any 

different views coming forward apart from the open markets approach 

NF - Well, if you take countries like France, for example, they would be very much of 

the view - we need to protect our internal sources of supply, we need to protect 

European share of world markets. So, it’s more a productionist view of the world – 

we need to retain our ability – well, beyond retaining ability we actually need to 

produce more food – of course the question then is what policy instruments to you 

need to put in place to actually achieve that, which can actually take you in reverse 

gear as far as the CAP is concerned, because then you start to talk about interfering 

in markets and trying to manipulate markets to encourage more production to 

come forward, which is where we are coming from, not where we are going to, in 

terms of agricultural policy. 

WF - Among the UK devolved administrations were there any differences of view, 

say in Scotland?  Any voices from Northern Ireland or Wales? 

NF - Not really, I suppose the devolved regions are more focussed on the future of 

CAP, and I suppose in many ways food insecurity leads to higher prices, leads to 

more volatile prices.  So, one’s an opportunity – higher prices.  The other is a 

difficulty, because volatility creates great difficulties for the industry to try and cope 

with that.  So, that’s part of suppose the future agenda for the CAP is what sort of 

instruments and mechanisms do you have which will allow farmers to cope with 

future volatility in prices, and the volatility we are seeing is not just in terms of the 

outputs, but also in terms of the inputs: fertilizers; feedstuffs, animal feedstuffs, 

[??] energy costs of course...is a big issue as well…so as industry is going forward, 

you can see the projections are for prices to be sitting at a higher plane on average, 

and probably more volatile, so that creates its own opportunities and challenges, 

and that’s probably where the devolved administrations maybe are more focussed 
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on, addressing those types of issues, rather than food security as an issue per se.  I 

suppose that’s the luxury of a region as opposed to a national government. You 

have a different focus on such matters. 

WF - You mentioned at the beginning, ‘stakeholders’ within the food sector.  Who 

would you see as the most important stakeholders, and how, if it fits at all, would 

food security fit with their priorities?  

NF – From a local context, it’s our Farmers Union.. would be one of our key 

stakeholders in all this, and.. yes I suppose their perspective on food security is that 

they see this as...in some ways .. being able to push back against those who suggest 

support to agriculture should be reduced, and should be cut, and they’ll say what 

food security, we’ve got..facing nine billion people on the planet by 2050, we need 

to produce food, we can produce food, this is not the time to be scaling back 

support for agriculture.  So they’ll use that almost as a counter-argument to that, so 

I suppose in some ways food security is an opportunity for them in that sense. Now 

where that leads you...as I say they tend to view that food security argument as 

justification for existing levels of support, but also to protect NI/European 

agriculture from external influences, particularly opening up to freer trade where 

you may face competitive challenge from the likes of Brazil, which can produce at 

significantly lower cost, so in an open market you could see European prices drop, 

and the farmers would say ‘well if that’s going to happen, we are going to produce 

less, and how can that be a sane thing to do whenever you are looking at food 

security issues’.  So, food security has really been used to effectively pursue their 

own agenda, which is to protect what they have, which is an entirely logical position 

to be coming from, but I don’t think there is a view that food security is a..or food 

insecurity is a bad thing therefore we must try to feed the world.  They are not 

coming at it from that perspective.  It’s ‘food security is an issue that actually will 

serve us, will serve our means, our ends rather, it’s one more argument we can 

deploy to protect what we have’ – so, a different perspective I suppose. 
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WF - How would food security fit with other policy objectives ?  Is it linked to other 

policy objectives ? 

NF - Yeah, really takes you into, I suppose, the UK position. I suppose overseas aid 

would be the obvious link. You know, there was the Foresight Report which came 

out – I’m sure you’re aware of that – and the whole suggestion of ‘sustainable 

intensification’ - great phrase ! love that. So I suppose there’s that broader 

perspective – ‘how do you produce more from less ?’ but it’s always couched in that 

bigger picture, international scene.  Even a nation state talking about food security, 

it doesn’t really make an awful lot of sense, so you really do have to look at .. to, 

you know, opening up trading and helping other less developed countries to 

develop their production capabilities, so more research etc, more assistance to go 

in there, but you know making your domestic production systems as efficient as 

possible, and sustainable as possible. So, that would be the broad agenda. 

WF - Are there any linkages with energy policy? In the UK or in NI? 

NF - Well, not from a NI perspective. There’s no real policy…there are certain 

linkages – I mean, when  it comes into the whole biofuels and renewable energy 

agenda, and certainly there are you know at a EU and suppose a UK level, to a 

degree, this whole issue about food versus fuel debate, and various bits of research 

you know contradictory in some ways, the extent to which the diversion of land 

towards biofuel production or biomass production takes away from your capacity to 

produce food, [???] that happened in the United States for example [???] bio-

ethanol issue over there, the diversion of maize production over there to bio-

ethanol production, so you have that tension.  The UK tried to address that I 

suppose by looking at or building this idea about sustainability in biofuel policy. If 

you are looking at..in Europe it’s more biodiesel, in America it’s bio-ethanol, so if 

you are using plant oils effectively to produce bio-diesel, where are they coming 

from ? Are they coming from palm trees, or palm oil rather grown in Malaysia, 

which is being you know increased by slashing and burning the native jungles, so 

they introduced this concept of sustainability into where you were sourcing your 
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bio-fuels from, the raw materials for biofuels, so you do have these linkages, and 

probably there are increasing linkages between what’s happening on energy 

markets and what’s happening on food markets. The very direct linkage is biofuels 

and biomass. 

WF - What about the dependency of agriculture on fossil fuels and Northern 

Ireland’s position of being reliant on importing 95% of fossil fuels – is there any 

policy linkage there? 

NF - Yeah, there’s talk about the 3 ‘F’s, as far as Northern Ireland is concerned, it’s 

feed, fertilizer and fuel.  So in one sense you can say, well NI has a great story to tell 

in terms of our food security, our ability to produce and be self-sufficient - more 

than self-sufficient – we export 60-70% of what we produce here in terms of milk 

and beef and cheap meat, etc, but if you look at the inputs that are used to actually 

produce those, they’re imported so can you really say you’ve got food security 

whenever you rely on imported feedstuffs, imported fertilizers, imported fuels, 

increasingly on imported labour in the food factories. You’ll be aware of the clusters 

around Dungannon, Craigavon, Ballemena where you have a lot of Polish, 

Lithuanian workers brought in for the food sector, because indigenous people don’t 

want to work in food factories, so you are importing the labour as well, so how 

secure is your food production capability whenever so many of your major inputs 

are themselves imported. 

WF - Of animal feedstuffs, would you know how much is imported? 

NF - Yeah, it’s…can soon get the figure for you – a million tons we would use, 

somewhere over a million tons of feed - probably 7-800,000 tons of that would be 

imported.  So, we don’t have a large arable sector here – so, the majority of that… 

WF - ..and the price of that is going up along with food prices? 

NF - Yeah, so that is having a significant impact. On the output side whilst 

agricultural commodity prices are strong, the benefit of that has been eroded by the 
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fact that input prices have risen by more than in some cases the cost of the outputs, 

so it’s absolutely a real issue. So yeah, I mean to me, if you’re looking at I suppose 

strategic threats and dangers to energy, both direct and indirect, embedded energy 

in things like fertilizers etc, I mean, that’s going to be a big, big challenge to the 

industry. 

WF - Is there any kind of thinking on this at the moment?  Has it gone beyond just 

recognising these are the challenges, and is the administration here beginning to 

think about how to deal with these challenges? 

NF - Yeah, I think as a department, we will be developing our strategic business 

plans for the next number of years, and we will be doing that over the next number 

of months.  It really comes down to the whole efficiency, technical efficiency and 

productivity, because that addresses...it will address and help in a number of ways.  

First of all, you are using your inputs more efficiently, feedstuffs, and making more 

use of our natural resources, which is grass – it’s a grass-based industry we largely 

have here, so making best use of grass, best use of fertilizers.  Our fertilizer use has 

dropped significantly – making best use of animal manures to actually grow grass, 

so rather than having to import your fertilizer, and it also helps towards the whole 

carbon agenda which is going to be a big issue as well within Northern Ireland.  

Agriculture accounts for 22-23% of our carbon output, or CO2 output. Now that’s 

very high compared with the UK because we don’t have heavy industry, so 

therefore if you’re talking about CO2 reduction targets, agriculture is going to be...is 

one of the 3 big sectors when it comes to carbon emissions, and it is going to have 

to play its part, and certainly there is an action plan will be coming forward from the 

department in terms of trying to address that issue. 

WF - So, there will be a draft out for consultation? 

NF - Yeah, it’s…I think it’s not too far away from consultation at this point in time.  

There has been a stakeholder group which has been operating for about a year 

now, looking at ways in which agriculture can respond to that whole carbon agenda, 

and a lot of it is around efficiency, efficiency of use of inputs.  Now, it’s, in some 
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ways, a double-edged sword because the carbon targets are all set in absolute 

terms – ‘You shall reduce your total carbon output by (what is it ?) 25% (or 

whatever it is) by 2025’.  I think that’s the Executive’s target, and through efficiency 

you can make significant gains within agriculture, in terms of the carbon output per 

kilogram of beef, or kilogram of milk produced, but through efficiency and being 

more productive, you could actually end up producing more beef, more milk, so you 

may not actually reduce the volume of carbon in absolute terms… 

WF - It’s the re-bound effect 

NF - Yeah, so you’ve certainly made big gains in terms of carbon per kilogram of 

output, but your total carbon production may not have changed, it may even have 

gone up, but that’s what we’re judged on, so sometimes it’s difficult to square that 

particular circle, and I suppose that’s where the whole international…it’s difficult to 

look at these sort of things in a regional or national context, because there is a 

certain demand for food, and if you can produce that certain demand for food from 

a lower carbon input that’s a good thing to do, but it may mean food production 

could actually shift between regions, and certain regions could end up with a larger 

carbon footprint, but the method is still positive, so there are difficult policy issues 

around all of this.  See…going forward, I think you’re seeing increasing connections 

between food and energy, and I think there is evidence of even the whole issue of 

commodity speculation, people speculating on…investors speculating on energy 

prices, and food prices, and they are increasingly being linked, which seems to be in 

part driving the volatility that we are seeing in agricultural commodities, and there 

seems to be increasing linkage between the two. 

WF - So, the position at the moment then, is that there is a lot of thinking going on 

within the Department about that, and there will be a policy coming out in the near 

future? 

NF - Yes, certainly on the whole carbon side of things and that broader economic 

agenda for this department, and they all move in the same direction, all take you in 

the same direction really, because it all boils down to the same thing, whether 
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you’re talking about carbon, whether you’re talking about energy, whether you’re 

talking about ‘sustainable intensification’, it all takes you in the same direction of 

producing more from less, being more efficient, and it’s also how the industry 

economically needs to develop, become more efficient, they all work in the same 

direction, so, I think, increasingly that will then be reflected in departmental 

programmes and policies, be that through education, technology transfer, R&D, 

lifelong learning, all of those will contribute to the same agenda. 

WF - Does the department ever consider more extreme, disruptive scenarios that 

might develop?  Eg. if oil or feedstuffs go up to a level farmers can’t afford? 

NF - No it’s nothing that we have ever become involved with. We do have our 

modelling work that’s gone…taken over at AFBI, the FAPRI project – Food and 

Agricultural Policy Research Institute at Missouri.  We have a modelling framework 

[???] you’re able to look at the impact of government policy, policy changes.  

They’re always very clear to stress that this is about projections, not forecasts.  So, 

you look at the impact of policy change against the status quo, but against… and 

you build in projections, long term projections on the development of GDP, 

population, etc, etc.  So, it starts with a global model, European model, and then 

down in to a national/regional model, so it’s all inter-linked. 

WF - Do they ever test different parameters of fuel prices, feedstuffs, fertilizers, or 

anything like that? 

NF - No.  The test have always been in the context of… on the issue of changing 

government policy, so if the CAP for example changed in this way, changed [???] of 

support, what’s the impact that that has in terms of outputs, and prices, etc ? So 

the model has never been used to introduce those types of shocks to the system.  

I’m not sure whether they could do that, possibly they are.  It’s something we never 

looked at. 

WF - Has there been any shift at all in the UK’s position on food security in terms of 

promoting open markets and not favouring national self-sufficiency? 
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NF - No. the change has been more…if you go back to about 10 years ago and you 

would have had a DEFRA minister coming out and saying food security is not an 

issue..in fact, back in Margaret Beckett’s day I think she actually went on record 

saying that it’s no longer an issue, food security, but now they do talk about it, but 

it’s in the context more of how do we help the developing world become more food 

secure, it’s certainly not in the terms of self-sufficiency or trying to boost our own 

production, so it’s ..I suppose the..and they also talk in terms of making UK 

agriculture more productive, more competitive, so whilst it’s on the agenda it’s 

certainly not talking about trying to boost UK self-sufficiency in food, and in 

practical terms it’s more about how can the whole international aid programmes be 

used to help improve the food security of countries that are actually genuinely in 

danger when it comes to food security issues, so it’s a different approach, so it has 

come on to the agenda but from that context. 

WF - Are there any policy documents on food security specific to Northern Ireland? 

NF - No. There’s not. It’s simply, you know…yes, there has been a certain interest 

within this department in the issue, but more a case of what does this mean for NI? 

Is it an issue that we have to specifically address ? And the conclusion we come to is 

‘no’.  We are not going to solve the world’s food security issue.  We can respond to 

issues such as price volatility, such as higher prices, but… we don’t have a food 

security policy, and I doubt if we ever would have food security policy, because it 

simply doesn’t make sense to try and tackle such things at a regional level, any 

more than it would make sense to talk about the food security of the Greater 

Belfast area.  It’s a meaningless concept...when you break it down into very small 

areas such as NI. 

WF - When you say ‘meaningless’, is that because we are so much part of a global 

economy now?  What do you mean by ‘meaningless’ ? 

NF - Well, we are part of an open trading bloc which is the EU, so it’s absolutely free 

trade within that, absolutely no barriers, and we are all working to a common 

policy, so it doesn’t really make any sense to talk about anything below an EU level, 
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really.  You might take it down to a national level, and it’s a very, very complex issue 

anyway whenever you do start to talk about food security.  If you are saying what is 

the genuine food security issue for the UK, or even NI?  You would say if it comes to 

food availability, at most it’s unlikely to go much beyond an issue of choice for 

consumers, because we only spend what about 12% of our disposable income on 

food.  If food prices…if commodity prices double, it has a very muted effect in terms 

of the food price facing consumers, and so are you really going to have a significant 

issue where you’ll actually see people being genuinely short of food in a NI context 

? Highly unlikely. Yes, in terms of poverty.  It might have an issue for those at the 

very… on the very lowest rungs of the ladder, but then it becomes… it’s not so much 

a food security issue there, it’s a social security issue.  That’s how you would 

address that.  As a region we can say yes we’re self-sufficient, we’re way over self-

sufficiency in what we produce as a region - so grass-based agriculture, as well as 

poultry meat – you have a sort of quirk in terms of having a significant poultry 

sector, against all economic logic, it has to be said, but nevertheless we have that.  

So, we’re exporting 60-70% of what we produce, but we’re clearly not self-

sufficient, nor can we ever hope to be, nor should we ever try to be self-sufficient, 

in terms of fruit and vegetables, for example. 

WF - I was looking at the Aggregate Agriculture Account. For every category there 

seemed to be a huge superabundance, eg. approximately £20,000 of fruit per capita, 

per week.  Not sure what ‘fruit’ meant. 

The fruit one is largely Bramley apples.  We have a particular… micro-climate 

around Armagh that’s suitable for the Bramley apple, that dominates that particular 

line. We are certainly.... 

WF - So, you couldn’t call that self-sufficiency then, because it’s not balanced, it’s 

not varied enough? 

NF - Yeah, that’s right. 

WF - And would that be the same with vegetables as well? 
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NF - Yeah, we have a small vegetable sector, largely around North Down, Ards 

peninsula, but I think we’d be bringing a lot of vegetables from outside of Northern 

Ireland. We’re ok in potatoes, but yes everything else that we produce is way in 

excess of what we would ever consume, and as I said if you look at that you’d say 

well yeah you are more than food secure in respect, but then if you look at the 

input side, well you require all these inputs..imports to service that production, so 

are you really food secure if you look at it in that context ?  But if you are looking at 

food security more generally, beyond just production capacity, and you say well 

where are the threats to the food supply chain, rather than just primary 

production? You could say if you wanted to introduce a real threat to the supply 

chain, there are numerous little ‘pinchpoints’, well actually very few little 

pinchpoints, in that you have a lot of your food supply chain now going through a 

small number of distribution centres, you have factories operating on very lean 

production systems, there’s no capacity back-up, so if you take out one or 2 

processing facilities, they don’t have spare capacity in the system.  If you take out 

the Port of Belfast, you lose all your capacity to import your raw materials, and 

export your product, so if you’re looking at vulnerabilities in the supply chain you 

wouldn’t say that food…primary production is your greatest vulnerability, you’d 

actually say well actually it’s further down the chain where your greatest 

vulnerabilities lie in terms of a secure supply of food going to consumers. 

WF - So if you had a major fuel crisis that would take them all out? 

NF - Yeah.  So yeah, so those are the types of…so it’s a different vulnerability if you 

actually take that broader view of the food chain.  Even IT vulnerability.  If you have 

within the Sainsburys and Tescos of this world...if their IT systems went down, with 

the stock control and logistics etc.  If that all was lost, just think of the chaos that 

would ensue, so if you are looking for vulnerabilities in the food chain I would 

suggest that’s a more immediate vulnerability than the capacity to produce an 

agricultural raw material, so it takes you in an entirely different area, a different 

area completely, if you are looking to examine how secure is our food supply.  And 

yes, there is of course the real cross into energy, into the food distribution systems 
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...the availability of fuel etc for all of that, and the food processing sector is a heavy 

consumer of energy.  Primary production actually uses quite a bit of energy as well, 

so again if you are looking to a vulnerability, energy would be one of the ones that 

you would point to and say yeah there’s a crucial dependence on the availability of 

energy, the cost of energy, but it’s far from all concentrated on primary production, 

it’s right the way down the supply chain, particularly the centralised distribution 

and all that sort of stuff, that’s where you’d pick up your vulnerabilities. 

WF - Is there an aggregate self-sufficiency ratio for NI? 

NF - No, we’ve never attempted to do that. 

WF - Is there a total consumption figure anywhere? 

NF - Yeah, we used to have the ..it used to be the National Food Survey, then 

became the Family Expenditure Survey, looking at household food consumption.  

Now it’s stopped here 4 years ago, but the data should still be on our website.  Now 

that gives you household consumption, it doesn’t give you consumption outside the 

household…. 

WF - It doesn’t give a total figure for NI? 

NF - Yeah, those types of things are very difficult because we wouldn’t have 

information on the trade between NI and GB.  You really need to be able to track all 

the movements of food in and out.  So, you can do that at national level through 

just export and import data, but [???} between ourselves and GB we simply have no 

data to instruct that. 

WF - So, there are no self-sufficiency ratios for specific foods? 

NF - No. 

WF - You had a rough figure for animal feed, about 70-80%?  How much of that is 

for human consumption and how much for animal consumption? 
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NF - None for human consumption.  

WF - Any figures for fossil fuel dependency ? 

NF - We don’t have a volume.  The only thing is a value, the cost of fuels...it’s buried 

within ‘machinery expenses’….we could try and dig that out for you. 

WF - Are there aggregate figures for the organic sector?  I was wondering if the rise 

in input costs might be less. 

NF - No.  ….possibly even a greater exposure to fuel costs – if you’re in a tillage 

situation, you’d probably have more tillage on an organic farm than a conventional 

farm, but also because yields would be lower, the energy per unit of output might 

be slightly worse on an organic farm.  So, you have to look at both the input and 

output side….I’ve seen suggestions that the carbon footprint of an organic farm 

might be that brilliant because of the yield effect.  We have a very small organic 

sector in NI – 13k ha out of 1million ha.  It hasn’t really developed, compared to UK 

as a whole – increased 10 fold. 
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Appendix E: Transition movement political and food system 
strategies, and proposals for development 

EXISTING APPROACH/INFRASTRUCTURE PROPOSED STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT 

Working assumptions of gradual, congenial 
energy descent, & positive support from 
state & mainstream society in response to 
peak oil induced societal crisis. 

Contingency planning for more severe & 
challenging energy descent pathways, and 
for adverse responses from state & 
mainstream society to peak oil. 

Apolitical self-presentation, combined with 
counter-hegemonic practices & values. Some 
engagement with local government. 

Explicit acknowledgement of counter-
hegemonic positioning, & encouragement 
of diverse approaches & tactics, including: 
solutions-based activism; oppositional 
activism; insurgent citizenship; constructive 
& transformative engagement with local 
government; as well as de-linking, parallel 
infrastructure initiatives. 

Local Transition initiatives as primary site of 
activism, supported by regional hubs, & 
national Transition Network. 

Develop direct, regional solidarity networks 
between local initiatives, especially 
between urban centres. 

Promote international, national & regional 
solidarity networks between urban 
municipalities. 

Encourage national alliances with other 
organisations & movements promoting 
post-carbon transition, & resisting further 
development of carbon energy. 

Establish international solidarity links with 
global ‘movement of movements’, 
including: alternative globalisation 
movement; Décroissance; & the food 
sovereignty movement (La Vía Campesina). 

Relocalisation of food production, food hubs, 
and local food system planning. 

Scale up to regional solidarity networks and 
food system planning, based on urban 
centres. 

Promotion of urban & peri-urban 
permaculture, & organic food growing 
methods. 

Subsume permaculture & organic methods 
within food sovereignty/agroecology 
framing, & promote scaled up, farm sector 
agroecology. 

 


