
How Community Groups Can 
Encourage Local Councils To Embed 

Sustainable Practice In Their Actions.

Dave Ray
Kate Hutson
Julia Wilson

Charlotte Shobrook



Transition Towns are about more than just 'peak oil„ – The transition movement started in Kinsale in Ireland and has 

Totnes in Devon as one it‟s most well known examples.  Originally starting as a means to move away from dependence 

on oil as an energy source it focuses on the notion of „localisation‟ (more than localism) and raising a communities 

resilience to external factors affecting it.

Example towns analysed are: 

Transition Town Totnes - Nine groups with 30 Projects

Sustainable South Brent – Six Groups – 10 projects

http://www.greenworldtrust.org.uk/Images/TTowns/TTUK.gif
UK Independent newspaper 2010

http://www.greenworldtrust.org.uk/Images/TTowns/TTUK.gif


What Does a Transition Authority Look Like?

There is only so much a volunteer movement can achieve without having to liaise with and influence the local authorities. 
The adoption, by authorities, of policies that work towards the same vision of reducing dependency and raising resilience 
is part of the strategy.

A Transition council might have the following properties:

•Conduct an energy audit and create a post-oil plan for its area with an emergency energy supply plan

•Encourage and reward those who reduce energy / water and resources consumption

•Rigorous energy efficiency and conservation programmes

•Encourage a shift from private to public transport and cycle / walking through cycle lanes, road pricing and planning

•Promote use of non-fossill fuel locally produced

•Raise public awareness

•Encourage and support local food production

•Partner with other councils and community groups

(“Preparing for peak Oil: Local Authorities and the Energy Crisis” from Oil Depletion Centre)



How to Influence Authorities

 Make sure you are prepared – what exactly are you asking for or offering.

 Try and get local councillors on board 

 Create a physical manifestation of the idea to use as an example – get on with it.

 Offer solutions not just problems. Councillors have enough problems to deal with

 Align goals with national indicators to help councils meet their targets. This is a major pressure point for 

councillors so try and help them achieve their environmental goals

 Train the councillors – become experts.

There are some lessons that have been learnt in how to influence a local authority.  

Remember that councillors are often volunteers who give their time for free and may not have any background or training 
in environmental issues.



Catalyst Projects

 High synchronicity / synergy with the transition movement

 Enabling / catalyst

 Replicable across other towns.

 Partnership opportunities with businesses and communities

 Speaks to new audiences / sectors

 New skills development

 High employment

 High chance of success / viable

 Profitable / viable

 Carbon emissions reducing

In order to engage the community and show the local 

authorities that you are serious and have a proven track 

record the transition towns choose catalyst projects to 

focus on. These should encourage transition activity at 

an accelerated rate.  Properties in common for these 

projects are:



Vauban a European Precedent for a 

Sustainable Community Lead Development

-Vauban ... Location: Freiburg, Germany. New Development of 5000 inhabitants. 

-One of the best examples of a sustainable development in both European and Global contexts.

-The result has been to develop a modern design that addresses sustainability that is rooted in the communy‟s desire to 

make it an environment that is healthy, safe and good for people to live in.

-1970s threat of Nuclear power station believed to be a catalyst for sustainability ethos of Vauban.  The event united 

people on the importance of maintaining and developing healthy environments.

Vauban has become an expert 

in how to make it happen as 

opposed to talk about it.  Has 

built  Regional, national and 

international networks used to 

pass on and develop ideas.  

Good for Germany and 

community.  Vauban can now 
be used a political tool.



• Vauban area identified for development by Freiburg council.  The aim a new neighbourhood of 5,000.

• This prompted community initiative known as Forum Vauban, which subsequently developed into an NGO.

• One of their priorities was to become recognised as a legal body in order to have a greater influence over

council‟s decisions.

• They were able to become actively involved in the development of the town‟s master plan.

• From which they began to identify potential inhabitants. 

• From these identified stakeholders co-operative groups formed and began to work up plans for individual 

neighbourhoods. All neighbourhoods had some freedom but had to adhere to overall vision for development.

• Publicity and funding became a priority.  This in turn raised awareness about the development and encouraged 

wider participation.  Funding came from local and national government.

• A key focus was to develop a strong community with a good quality of life, a sustainable approach was a logistical 

way to achieve this.

“Improving quality of life and promoting environmental sustainability”.

(Freiburg study tour 2008).  

How Vauban Became A 
Leader in Sustainable Development!



Community Dialogue

Local , National , International.

- Unusual degree of community participation in planning decisions which reduced alienation from political decisions and lead 

to a less hierarchical system.

- 'Learning while Planning„ approach was adopted which enabled a flexible development process. The master plan was 

informed and changed by community involvement and their subsequent ideas.

-The result was to create a forum for information exchange between all stakeholders, Politicians, Community.

-After completion of the development information exchange reached beyond the boundaries of the community to regional, 

national and international levels. 

-Good for community and good for Germany‟s image.

Council

“ The neighbourhood of Vauban puts principles of sustainable development

into practice to a degree rarely seen anywhere in the world.” (Freiburg study tour 2008)

Community Groups

http://www.sony.co.uk/hub/name/h032/6/2


A Pragmatic Approach

The planning approach adopted by Forum Vauban and Freiburg Council lead to a highly considered development with 

sustainable principles firmly established at all levels.  Fundamental to the design was transport and multi use space.

A shift from private to public transport and prioritised cycle and walking was key.  This was implemented by:

• Expanding cycle lanes and introducing road pricing.

• Planning new development from onset with good transport infrastructure. Public transport infrastructure was 

completed prior to inhabitants moving into the new properties to ensure people did not get used to a car dependent 

lifestyle and instead moved in with the view that car free living was a realistic possibility.

Reduced and avoided traffic, by designing districts with:

• short distances / high density / mix of functions / ensured that each district was designed with an economic agenda / 

Good accessibility to social and cultural facilities such as Schools, shops, public spaces and recreational areas.



Transition Town Totnes - Outcomes
- £120,000 has been brought to the economy because of the interest in 

Transition Town Totnes 

- 75% of people in Totnes and Dartington are aware of Transition Town Totnes

- The town has inspired an international network of thousands of transition 

initiatives through literature and publicity

- People have visited the town to undertake transition  training and workshops 

on renewable energy

- Funding has been raised for 74 solar panels on the civic hall and the 

government has provided £675,000 through the transition streets project for the 

instillation of Photovoltaic's on homes

- 186 Hybrid  nut trees have been planted

- There is a garden share scheme

- Over 4000 local food guides have been distributed

- Over 70 businesses now accept the Totnes pound 

- There are  59 „Transition Together‟ groups around the town aiming                 

to reduce  carbon emissions 



Freiburg, Vauban- Outcomes
-The city‟s main objective to develop an attractive neighbourhood 

for young families, this was achieved by 2002 when more than 

20% of the inhabitants were children

- In reference to the objective of developing a sustainable city 

district in a participatory way, it achieved success. The projects 

structure integrates political, social and economical participants 

from grass-root level up to city administration

- All new houses meet low-energy, passivhaus or even energy-plus 

standards

- The CHP plant combined with many solar instillations provides 

65% of the electricity for Vauban

- The estimated C02 savings through good building standards and 

efficient heating supply from the CHP are about 60%

- The tram connects 80% of Freiburg, because of this and other 

travel concepts, car ownership has reduced by 50%

- Approximately 40 co-housing projects were formed by 2001 



Council

Community Groups
Transition Movements
Home Zone Groups

Micro-communities
Groups
Streets
Localised Projects

Applicability to Plymouth
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Applicability to Plymouth

Transport

Planning

Filtered Permeability

City Wide Strategy

Expertise

Films

Press

Learning While Planning

Open Space Events

Small achievable Projects

Garden Sharing

Transition Streets – reducing energy demand

Local Currency

FreeBus scheme – Bristol

Provide a long term vision

Council

Community Groups

Micro-communities



Applicability to Plymouth

-Proposed incinerator in Devonport used as a catalyst . Similar to Vauban and 

1970‟s nuclear power.

-Councils could integrate „learning while planning‟ approach for new 

developments. 

-Encourage housing co-operatives. Help to ensure new housing stock is built to 

low energy standards. 

-The proposed village of Sherford could have similar briefing criteria to Vauban. 

community dialogue.

- Establish good  public transportation infrastructure . Encouraging a shift from 

private transport to public.  

-Hasselt, Belgium, has entirely free public transport, costing just £4.2 million per 

year. Usage increased by more than 1000% in the first 4 years of free services. 

http://www.freebus.org.uk/info.html

http://www.freebus.org.uk/info.html


Maurice Town Home Zone - Plymouth

• Home Zone – Maurice town

• Traffic  calming initiative / safety based – Catalyst Project

• “Planning for real” – (Vauban “Learning While Planning”) 

• Community involvement.  

• A  Possible Foundation for sustainable principles to be embedded.

“The clear investment in this ethos by council officers meant that the delivery of the initiative created changes in 

attitudes of local people.” 
http://www.peopleandparticipation.net/display/CaseStudies/Morice+Town+Home+Zone,+Plymouth
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