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When I give talks, or facilitate groups, I do an exercise 
where I invite people to close their eyes and to join me in an 
act of collective time travel. I ask them to imagine that they 
are going 10 years into the future. The time they are travel-
ling forward to is not Utopia, but those 10 years have been a 
time of the most remarkable social transformation in history. 
A mobilisation of people and movements, a cascade of posi-
tive change no-one in 2020 could even imagine. I invite them 
to explore it using their imagination with all its senses1.

They share their experience. “There are no cars”. “There 
are no homeless people”. “Birdsong is so much louder”. 
“There are food gardens everywhere”. “There’s a strong 
sense of collective purpose”. It often moves people deeply. 
There are sometimes tears.

As I write this, in Week 3 of the UK’s coronavirus lock-
down, I can walk out of my door and, remarkably, that 
world has, in part at least, arrived. Wildlife is returning to 
our towns and cities. People are growing food, and learning 
to cook, at a scale not seen for decades. Seed companies 
are overwhelmed. Airlines are grounded. Urban air quality 
has improved to levels previously unimaginable. Commu-
nity spirit is palpable. Walking around today feels, in some 
ways, like that imagined future.

In 2006, I was one of the people who started the Transi-
tion movement2. Our aim was to explore what a response to 
climate change that started at the community scale would 
look like. We asked what can we do, here, with the resources 
that we have, and the people that we have? It started in my 
town of Totnes in Devon, and has since spread to thousands 
of communities, in over 50 countries.

The concept of resilience was key. Resilience was, at that 
time, framed as the ability of a system to ‘bounce back’ after 
a shock, to return to normal. But we always felt that missed 

the point. What we aimed to do in Transition was to explore 
how we might ‘bounce forward’. How to use that shock, or 
the anticipation of shock, to move forward to something dif-
ferent that better met our needs as people and communities.

Many Transition groups focus on food projects. There is 
much to learn from projects and research that was pioneered 
but never widely adopted, and also from projects already 
underway. Around 2010, several Transition groups, inspired 
by Simon Fairlie’s ‘Can Britain Feed Itself?’ research3, cre-
ated local versions of this. Our ‘Can Totnes Feed Itself?’ 
study4 mapped the land around the town, and the extent to 
which we could build a viable ‘foodshed’. The same was 
done in Norwich and a few other places too.

We did follow up work, linking farmers to producers, 
evaluating the economic benefits that such an approach 
would bring5, but this work was never properly resourced 
or backed by local government. How differently would we 
be thinking about food security in the light of the coronavi-
rus crisis if we had? Transition has been a testbed, a kind of 
self-organising, decentralised Silicon Valley of future food 
systems, and all that learning exists to be picked up now 
and built on, with a new impetus and momentum following 
this emergency.

My favourite food project to emerge from Transition is in 
Liège in Belgium. Ceinture Aliment-Terre Liégeoise (‘The 
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Liége Food Belt’) started with the question “what if, in a 
generation’s time, the majority of food eaten in Liège came 
from the land closest to Liège?”6. In the past 5 years, they 
have created 21 new cooperatives and raised €5 million from 
local people. They have created vineyards, shops, distribu-
tion networks, a local currency, popular city centre shops. 
The Mayor told me “this is now the story of our city”.

When I walked around Liège, visiting the different CATL 
projects, it was an emotional experience. Here I was, walk-
ing around in the vision I had spent years trying to help oth-
ers to imagine, but it was a living, breathing, working reality.

The coronavirus has shown us, contrary to Hollywood 
movies, that when we need each other, we’re there for each 
other. It has shown us that rapid transition is entirely pos-
sible when the will is there. It has shown us that we can, in 
fact, reimagine and rebuild the world. We know what we 
have to do, and we know it works. Now we just have a scale 
it up.
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