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Abstract 
 

Food systems have a need for better conceptual and applied tools to evaluate 

the extent to which they are resilient. The purpose of this thesis is to 

conceptually explore a better understanding of what a resilient food system 

might entail within the dynamics of social, cultural, economic and 

environmental phenomena. Based on this, by applying personal resilience 

valuation criteria from a longitudinal study in the field of Psychology, the 

thesis uses the Transition Town Totnes Food Group, in the town of Totnes, 

England, as a case study to evaluate existing understandings of resilience. The 

evaluation found that the resilience of food systems being linked to social, 

cultural, economic and environmental phenomena is a crucial, contemporary 

concern which may be better understood when considered in parallel to the 

resilience of the self. Findings illustrate that while Totnesians have a high level 

of awareness of environmental and food-related issues, this is not matched by 

their patterns of behaviour which can be primarily attributed to three factors:  

1) the cost and convenience of food production and consumption largely define 

patterns of behaviour, 2) the attraction to choice and exotic variety is difficult 

to resist, 3) the lack of social cohesion, landownership and political will are 

three major structural factors preventing the realisation of food-related, visible 

outcomes for the TTT Food Group. While there are a number of food-related 

attempts by the TTT Food Group such as the Garden Share, the Food Guide, 

Nut Tree Planting and Seed Swops, due to their scope, contributions for 

resilience building have a symbolic meaning at this stage. These are largely 

manifested in the consideration of mindsets and not in attitudes, and patterns of 

behaviour. As a result, the TTT Food Group has thus far not been effective in 

catalysing wide ranging change in behaviour on the consumption, production 

or policy side of the food system. 
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SECTION 1 

1. Introduction         

The approach to the way food is produced, marketed and consumed has 

changed dramatically over the past few decades. There has been a shift in focus 

from local, seasonal low energy methods of food production to global, year-

round high energy practices (Maxwell & Slater 2003). According to the data 

contained in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 2007 

Report, the combined practices of industrial production, storage, distribution 

and waste of food, i.e. the food system, can be said to be the largest contributor 

to global warming (IPCC 2007). As a result, food, water and energy Security 

have become major global concerns. The loss of biodiversity and ecosystem 

services also point to further critical vulnerabilities of the food systems. 

Therefore, there is a growing interest in building resilience into food systems 

not only to secure long-term basic life sources for human survival, but also to 

simultaneously respond to environmental, economic, and social challenges. In 

this process, however, the role of local communities in fostering resilience for 

the production, transportation, storage, retailing, consumption and recycling of 

healthy foods seems underexplored. Even so, due to its scope, food systems 

and their social context need an anchor to help with an in-depth focus on 

corresponding components and their dynamics. The choice of this anchor might 

entail such diverse areas as economics, politics, culture, geography, 

technology, and psychology among others. Furthermore, educational systems 

also embrace a challenge in influencing citizens to become active and aware, to 

make decisions, to have an understanding for people in other situations and to 

influence their environment (Carlsson & Jensen 2006).  

 

The UK is one of the richest countries in the world (CIA World Fact Book 

2008) and ranks among the highest in food imports, energy consumption and 

food-related health problems (Wandel 1994, Nationmaster.com 2005, CIA 
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World Fact Book 2008,). This thesis investigates the role of Transition Town 

Totnes (TTT) Food Groupôs activities in Totnes, England in building a resilient 

food system. It is thereby assumed that TTT holds some of the aforementioned 

characteristics of an anchor which could help in facilitating the focus of this 

study.  

 

TTT is the first Transition Town of the Transition Towns Initiative (TTI) in the 

UK aiming to catalyse a bottom-up approach to sustainable development 

(Hopkins 2008). Whereas some of TTTôs activities involve food systems, 

others involve energy security, local economics, education, local building, 

transportation, personal development and others. There have been other 

attempts in the UK and elsewhere with a similarly wide-ranging vision. Some 

of these attempts are the Bugday (bugday.org/eng), Slow Food Movement 

(slowfood.com), Slow Cities Movement (slowmovement.com), Slow Money 

All iance (slowmoneyalliance.org), Global Ecovillage Network 

(gen.ecovillage.org), One Earth (oneearth.org), Walking the Talk 

(walkingthetalk.net), Covenant of Mayors (eumayors.eu), Moveon.org, 

Getup.org, Dosomethingaboutit.org.uk, 350.org, Localeyes.org, 

38degrees.org.uk and many others that deserve an equal amount of attention.  

 

The importance of this study lies in the overwhelming shortage of wide-

ranging practical solutions for local adaptation to a low energy based living and 

resilient food systems. Resilience is an increasingly used term in the context of 

development, which focuses on the positive adaptation capacity of a 

community in case of internal or external shocks. In this context, whereas 

related responsibility is generally attributed to and expected from top-down 

national, regional or global authorities, TTI aims to pursue a bottom-up 

approach based on a positive vision that focuses on community-led, practical 

responses.  
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In a broader sense, TTI seeks ways to ñsignificantly increase resilience (to 

mitigate the effects of peak oil) and drastically reduce carbon emissions (to 

mitigate the effects of climate change)ò (TTI Website 2009).The aim in this 

thesis is to examine TTTôs activities, particularly the TTT Food Group, and to 

inquire about their effectiveness. The research questions explored are: (1) In 

what ways does the TTT Food Group contribute to building resilience in the 

local food system?, and (2) In what ways can it be said to be effective?  

 

This thesis argues that the resilience of food systems being linked to social, 

cultural, economic and environmental phenomena is a crucial, contemporary 

concern which may be better understood when considered in parallel to the 

resilience of the self.  

 

Embarking on a journey in order to better understand what comprises resilient 

food systems is a very meaningful yet highly challenging task. For that reason, 

I have chosen to anchor my pursuit in the Transition Movement (TM), a 

voluntary movement of heartfelt, passionate and brilliant people. I am first of 

all thankful for their work without which this work would not have been 

possible. Due to the nature of this assignment, I will make a proactive and 

critical attempt with the intention of shedding further light on the journey of 

anticipating resilient food systems. In this process, I hope to contribute to a 

better understanding of what resilience means in the context of food systems 

and how the role of TTT Food Group and its effectiveness may be understood.  

 

Meanings and importance of food    
       
Aside from being essential for survival, food is part of our cultural identity and 

the main source of global income (Fernandez-Armesto 2002). Whereas food 

can be seen as a basic source of nourishment, it is also an integral source of 

medicine, cultural symbolism, and resources. Consequently, food systems can 
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be seen as a means of relating to environmental, economic and social 

phenomena as they affect and are affected by the interaction of all spheres of 

life. Fernandez-Armesto (2002) argues that our most intimate contact with the 

natural environment occurs when we eat it. Thus, the physical act of preparing 

and consuming food is also related to the act of feeding and nourishing social, 

cultural, and spiritual realms. To this day, feasting rituals continue to hold 

importance for the creation of conviviality, as well as in the necessity of 

maintaining social hierarchy. As a consequence, gathering around food can be 

seen as a ñspace for apprenticeship in the norms of social behaviourò or as a 

site for the ñmetaphorical construction of identity and political powerò 

(Tomasik & Vitullo 2007:XV-XVI). It is also argued that ñthe sharing of 

cooked foodé is a public statement of inclusion in a single moral and social 

community among whose members there is trustò (ibid.:109). The renaissance 

humanist philosophy of food transcended the traditional mind-body dichotomy 

and recognised a more inclusive force which unified man and nature. In early 

modern Europe, the production of tastes may therefore have been closely 

linked to the production of texts (ibid.).  

 

Consequently, todayôs challenges relating to food might be better understood. 

According to the United Nations Economic and Social Council (UNESC) 

(1999), ñthe right to adequate food is realized when every man, woman and 

childé has physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or 

means for its procurementò. Access, in addition to physical and economic 

levels, can also stand for the ability to interpret the content, quality and 

lifecycle of foods. On the other hand, adequate food is influenced by social, 

economic, cultural, climatic, ecological and geographic conditions. As a result, 

it should not be limited to the context of poverty or the alleviation of hunger 

alone.  

 

Food must be available to everyone to aid in satisfying individual nutritional 

needs at a true cost, while being free from unhealthy substances and non-
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genuine ways of production and exchange. Within todayôs highly industrialised 

and centralised food systems, much has come in the way of making food 

available in the previously mentioned ways. In much the same way as in the 

historical past where food is still a symbol of inclusion, order and security in 

some contexts, it is also a symbol of exclusion, disorder and ambivalence in 

others (Tomasik & Vitullo 2007). Hence, hunger, malnutrition and obesity may 

be food-based concerns largely influenced by existing and emerging cultural 

values, but also by a lack of education and decisions involving its distribution. 

Therefore, the role of local communities in ensuring a healthy and resilient 

food system is crucial not only for a balanced and nutritional diet but also for 

the redefinition of cultural priorities and environmental concerns feeding those 

aspects.  

 

Key concepts         

The concepts of resilience and food systems are the key areas of concern to this 

thesis. A definition of resilience will lead the way to the definition and 

exploration of resilience in food systems. Climate change and peak oil  will 

provide the background for illustrating why it might be urgent to acquire an 

understanding of resilient food systems and how the TTT Food Group relates 

as a case study in analysing community-led responses for building food system 

resilience.  

 

The concern of resilience 
The concept of resilience is considered one of the most important 

contemporary research topics within the context of sustainability (Perrings et 

al. 1995, Kates et al. 2001, Foley et al. 2005). It addresses the need for 

responses to vulnerabilities of an environmental, economic and social nature in 

a positive way. It has been suggested that resilience research fundamentally 

differs from risk research due to its focus on the positive aspects of 

development (Werner & Smith 1992, Davis 1999). Resilience can also be 
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described as a consequential concern arising from a complex set of ad hoc 

environmental, social and economic crises which to date have received 

insufficient practical responses through the sustainable development discourse. 

Therefore, resilience might also differ in its focus on flexible response, coping, 

and adaptation mechanisms in the presence of internal or external shocks. 

Increased amounts of drought, heat waves, sea level rises, large-scale loss of 

biodiversity, population growth and pollution are some depictions of such 

shocks. The global financial crisis, poverty, pandemics, violence, and the 

depletion of resources are further, wide-ranging influences on the environment 

and culture at large.  

Though it can have both implicit and explicit meanings, here the term 

resilience will stand for the ñmanifestation of positive adaptation despite 

significant life adversityò (Luthar 2003:xxix). Originally rooted in the 

discipline of psychology, resilience involves the health and ability of people 

and the environment to adapt to changing life circumstances. Futhermore, in 

order to understand resilience, one could also anticipate an understanding of 

vulnerability. It is argued that vulnerability is not only the exposure to hazards 

alone, but also the resilience of the system, and in turn its people who 

experience the hazard. This involves the ability to adapt to change and 

uncertainty, in addition to the capacity to nurture ecological, social and 

political diversity, thereby harnessing knowledge for learning and problem 

solving (Berkes 2007). Resilience encompasses both the capacity of a system to 

react appropriately to crises that have not been entirely anticipated, and to its 

ability to anticipate these crises to enact, through planning and recovery, 

changes in the systems that will mitigate their effects (Aguirre 2006). 

Essentially, these processes suggest an alert, continuous and flexible 

transformation rather than a reactive restoration.  

 

Within the TTI, the concept of resilience is defined as ñthe capacity of a system 

to absorb disturbance and reorganise while undergoing change, so as to still 
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retain essentially the same function, structure, identity and feedbackò which 

can be applied to settlements and their need to be able to withstand 

vulnerabilities and shock (Hopkins & Lipman 2009). The TTI uses the ñmove 

from a less desirable to a more desirable regimeò as its aim of resilience 

management and governance (ibid.). Though this might be a legitimate way of 

defining the aim for building resilience in the study of change, ñit emerges that 

the connection between change and inconsistency is deep and that the case for 

inconsistencies in motion and other change is surprisingly robustò (Stanford 

Online Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 2006). As such, a definition of resilience 

excluding the inevitability of systemsô transformation in the case of external or 

internal shocks and consequently the change of their ñfunction, structure, 

identity and feedbackò becomes problematic. This further implies that 

adaptation may mean an attempt to recreate what was rather than adapting, in a 

continuously changing new shape and form, to the conditions of what has 

newly occurred or what is about to occur. In considering adaptation, 

vulnerability can also be seen as more than a state, e.g. a long-term process 

covering the ongoing, chronic, underlying conditions that have led to the 

observed state (Kelman 2008). Nevertheless, the observed state might also be 

dynamic and involve a particular time period and space. As Heraclitus once 

noted, ñeverything moves on and that nothing is at rest; you could not step into 

the same river twiceò (Heraclitus ~ 500 B.C.). Gandhi further noted that ñall 

that appears and happens about and around is uncertain, transientò (Gandhi 

1957:250).  

 

Moreover, levels of vulnerability and shock can vary, from a collapse in bee 

colonies to oil shortages. For example, Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) (Cox-

Foster et al. 2007) is said to have wiped out one-third of the bee colonies in the 

US and up to 70% of bee colonies in the UK, Germany, France, Holland, 

Spain, Denmark, Taiwan and Brazil. In China, the situation has been said to be 

so serious that pollination is increasingly being done by hand. Though one-

third of all agricultural production in the world is said to depend on bee 
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pollination, the causes for the collapse of bee colonies is largely unknown 

(CCD Steering Committee 2007, Penn State University College of Agricultural 

Sciences 2007). Hence, vulnerability and resilience can be seen to be 

significant sources of interdependencies affecting and being affected by 

multiple known and unknown factors and relationships, with missing 

information about the proceeding transformation. Because of this, a return to a 

known state seems unlikely. Since natural and social systems are complex and 

interrelated, the immediate local effects of shocks and an anticipated recovery 

could involve more than restoring what was. Goodwin noted that there is truth 

in each of us, but to see some of it we should be humble enough to accept that 

it is too big that we could get to see it all (Goodwin 2009).  

 

Similarly, it may be more desirable to aspire for a continuous practical 

adaptation as a means of further inquiry and action rather than to a theoretically 

predefined template or model. Achieving adaptation and resilience could 

therefore be more of a continuous, practical journey. For that reason, open and 

experiential activities such as that of TTI seem meaningful as they provide a 

practical, real-life platform for ñpresencingò (Scharmer 2007), a journey that 

connects us more deeply to both what wants to emerge in the world and to our 

highest future possibility. They also facilitate the physical experiencing, 

exchange, interpretation and open learning with regard to adaptation rather than 

working on a theoretical framework that reflects a controlled and partial reality. 

In this context, a ñmove from a less desirable to a more desirable regimeò for 

resilience management and governance might be more useful in that it aims for 

what could be achievable in daily living practices. Nonetheless, the concern has 

been raised during the May 2009 Transition Network Annual Conference that 

the movement, in terms of its participants, has an ethnically ñwhiteò dominant 

identity, as is also represented in the ñwhite onlyò Transition Movie. Though 

the movie was said to be a compilation of all received inputs, the concern of 

partiality or the lack of inclusivity might thereby not be diminished. 

ñResilience is non-exclusiveò (Swanson 1995:74). Thus, it also seems crucial 
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to continuously work on tools that help question the understanding and 

usefulness of the term resilience in its larger context, alongside ways to 

evaluate, measure and interpret it. Much like the dependency of the poor Irish 

on potatoes in the 19
th
 century which was said to have laid the foundations for 

catastrophe (Fagan 2000), creating and being blinded by a potential new 

discourse may also have quite contrary effects than facilitating adaptation or 

feeding the masses and protecting the environment.  

 

Exploring resilience in food systems 

A healthy and uninterrupted food system, i.e. food system resilience, is 

naturally one of the most critical areas of concern. A resilient food system has 

been defined as a collaborative network that integrates sustainable food 

production, processing, distribution, consumption and waste management in 

order to enhance the environmental, economic and social health of a particular 

place (Garrett & Feenstra 1998). Members of local community, e.g. farmers, 

consumers and communities, thereby cooperate to create a more locally-based, 

self-reliant food economy. Furthermore, resilient food systems are formed by 

resident participation to establish: 

¶ A stable base of family farms that use sustainable production practices with local 

inputs; 

¶ Direct marketing and processing practices between farmers and consumers; 

¶ Access to an adequate, affordable and nutritious diet to all members of the 

community; 

¶ Food and agriculture-related businesses that create jobs and recirculate financial 

capital within the community; 

¶ Improved living and working conditions for farm and food system labour; 

¶ The creation of food and agriculture policies that promote local or sustainable food 

production, processing and consumption; and 

¶ The adoption of dietary behaviours which reflect concern about individual, 

environmental and community health (UCSAREP 2009).
1
  

 

Food systems comprise a wide range of disciplines from nutrition to the 

economic development of a community. Although food systems are generally 

                                                 
1
 http://www.sarep.ucdavis.edu/cdpp/cfsdefinition.htm 
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classified as conventional or alternative, both share social, political, economic 

and environmental influences and vary across regions. For the purpose of this 

thesis, however, it is important to point out the relevance of conventional food 

systems that have come to influence, and largely dominate, food systems 

towards a worldwide uniformity (Sachs 1992). It is nevertheless questionable 

as to whether highly mechanised and fossil fuel-based systems are in 

themselves resilient. Ranging from products of biotechnology, agro-chemicals 

and high-tech machinery to centralised wholesale and supermarket chains with 

just-in-time delivery systems, conventional food systems have become deeply 

associated with commoditisation, industrialisation and politics. In addition to 

suggesting a shift from quality-oriented food production to food commodities, 

all of these stages have strong social, political, economic and environmental 

implications on a global scale. For this reason, it is necessary to look at whether 

current food systems, such as that in the UK, actually contribute to resilience at 

home and elsewhere. The effects of these global food systems will be studied 

from a resilience perspective within the community of Totnes, Devon. 

However, the aim here is not to provide a detailed account of the types and 

manifestations of these systems, but rather to focus on the resultant current 

attitudes, meanings, choices and challenges for members within them. In 

addition to innumerable individual and community-based local initiatives 

worldwide, initiatives such as the Slow Food Movement, Slow Cities 

Movement, Slow Money, Covenant of Mayors, 350.org, Walking the Talk, and 

Transition Towns Initiative demonstrate examples for larger scale responses to 

current vulnerabilities. Whereas some of these responses are driven by local 

government  to involve communities, others such as the Slow Food Movement 

and the Transition Towns Initiative are largely community driven.  

 

Introducing climate change and peak oil as further influencing factors of food 

systems will lead into a detailed account on the formation and attempted 

functions of the TTI and TTT.  
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The potential of climate change 
 

ñThe empire of climate is the first of all empiresò wrote Montesquieu in 1748, 

referring to the climate that he had predicted was more favourable for progress 

in Europe than anywhere else in the world. According to IPCC, this might have 

served true not only for the past, but also has increasing relevance for the 

present and the future (2007).  

 

The international community accepts that climate change is happening and that 

a policy response is needed, hence the United Nations Framework Convention 

on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol. It has also been noted 

that climate change threatens socially, economically and environmentally 

vulnerable areas the most. Similar to the International Energy Agency (IEA), 

the TTI also sees climate change and energy security as the twin challenges of 

our time (Hopkins 2008).  

 

Climate change refers to changes in weather over a period of time and over a 

region, including changes in temperature, wind patterns and precipitation 

(NASA 2005). Aside from water vapour that constitutes Earthôs most 

significant greenhouse gas (GHG), the largest anthropogenic GHG is CO2 

which is induced by fossil fuel-based human activity. Also relevant to food is 

methane (largely induced by intensive animal husbandry), which is 23 times 

more potent than CO2, nitrous oxide (296 times more potent than CO2), and 

refrigerant gases which are thousands of times more potent than CO2 (Garnett 

2009). Furthermore, through the absorption and emission of infrared radiation, 

GHGs contribute to the heating of the Earthôs surface, causing effects such as 

sea level rise, unstable weather patterns, severe heat waves and drought. The 

warming of the Earthôs climate is defined by IPCC as unequivocal and, with 

over a 90% certainty, most of the observed increase in globally averaged 

temperatures since the mid-20th century is due to the observed increase in 

anthropogenic greenhouse gas concentrations (IPCC 2007). The degree and 
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rate at which this heating occurs will be one of the determining factors in the 

level of biodiversity loss, sea level rise and the dangers of amplifying 

feedbacks and runaway effects (Legget 2008), as well as the length of the 

ecosystemsô carrying capacity. In addition to human health and ecological 

consequences, this translates into severe consequences for a variety of areas 

ranging from food and water supplies to the increased risk of conflict and 

societal stability. UNDP has declared climate change as ñthe defining human 

development issue of our generationò (UNDP 2007).  

 

In the context of food systems, it is relevant to note that the combined activities 

of industrial farming, packaging, transportation, storage and waste constitute 

the highest contribution to GHG emissions in the world. Whereas the effects of 

global warming may increasingly produce threats to drought stricken and flood 

prone areas and coastal settlements of the Southern Hemisphere, it may serve 

to be more favourable for agricultural production in the Northern Hemisphere 

(IPCC 2007).  

 

The industrial food system makes up a substantial amount of human activity 

and not only releases excess levels of GHGs along the entire food chain, but 

also causes high levels of stress by ignoring the limited ability of the 

environment to sustain life. Though with varying degrees of impact, rapid 

changes in climate systems pose numerous predicted and unknown challenges 

to all living systems and therefore need to be included in any considerations of 

problem solving involving development. In a related manner, the IPCCôs 2007 

report notes that the developed world needs to achieve at least an 80% cut in 

CO2 emissions by 2050 (IPCC 2007). Hence, the current trends in climate 

change in relation to energy intensive production and sourcing practices of 

food systems have a varying but strong contextual importance. Relatedly, since 

climate change is widely accepted to be induced by the burning of fossil fuels, 

the potential of peak oil also gains a crucial importance in the context of this 

thesis.  














































































































































































