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The widespread, global recognition of climate and ecological emergencies 
indicates that the way we plan for our communities needs to change. For 
too long, development has compromised low-carbon and nature-sensitive, 
quality design. Meanwhile, people are turned off by the technocratic rules 
of the planning process, meaning that the wider community may not 
always have a seat at the table. Too often we hear the power of developers 
can undercut local interest. The book aims to contribute to discussions on 
sustainability transitions (that is, purposeful, meaningful shifts towards 
sustainable futures), using the vehicles of community-led planning (such 
as Neighbourhood Planning) or other new forms of citizen–government 
collaboration in the context of climate and ecological emergencies (e.g., 
such as the UK Government’s 25-Year Environment Plan as well as pro-
posed Citizen Assemblies). This is set within wider debates on ‘levelling 
up’ social and economic disparities within English ‘regions’, just transi-
tions and the contribution local government and communities can take 
towards ‘nature-positive’ development.

In this book, we explore how communities are using the planning pro-
cess to shape where they live in the context of the English localism agenda. 
This policy agenda, instigated by the Conservative party and solidified in 
the 2010–2015 Conservative–Liberal Democrat Coalition through the 
2011 Localism Act, has been the pinnacle in shaping the rights communi-
ties have to influence where they live and local government (in theory at 
least) to respond to these needs. However, the relevance of this study is 
more than just the English context.

abstract
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Localism has also been seen by some as a means to solicit more radical 
forms of placemaking and place-shaping, able to cast new approaches to a 
more community-centred, sustainable, resilient and experimental local 
participatory landscape. Since the localism agenda came into force, the 
UK has contended with Brexit, heightened climate action and awareness, 
the COVID-19 pandemic and a rising cost-of-living crisis. These multiple 
crises are not unique to the UK but the configuration of power at the local 
level to think creatively about how to cope with them and ‘build back bet-
ter’ invites a critical assessment of what legacy the Localism Act has had on 
the bottom-up capacity to dream, and enact, a more sustainable, inclusive 
form of prosperity in the context of a ‘New Economy’; that is, an economy 
that embraces environmental issues at its core, fosters inclusive governance 
and generates innovative and appropriate place-based solutions.

We focus on the interaction between the domains of planning, politics 
and placemaking to explore how development alternatives can become 
embedded into the fabric of local (state) governance. We do this by exam-
ining the relationship between the social movement the Transition town 
movement (‘Transition’) and a town council in England through the lens 
of the Neighbourhood Development Plan (NDP) process, critically assess-
ing how radical approaches that seek to challenge mainstream planning—
and politics—are crafted and contested in, and beyond, the planning 
process. Notably, has localism enabled grassroots, ‘niche’ influence on 
mainstream, ‘regime’ institutions?

As well as reviewing the potential of localism to facilitate inclusive cli-
mate action and the role of planning to effect sustainability transitions, we 
take an in-depth account of how the English market town of Frome in 
Somerset came to buck a recent trend of a decline of engagement in poli-
tics. Frome’s Town Council (FTC) has gone from being a relatively ‘nor-
mal’ town with elected representatives from political parties on the town 
council to become a strong political and social movement under an inde-
pendent group, Independents for Frome (IfF). Since 2011, IfF has com-
mitted to a progressive agenda that seeks to circumvent, subvert and 
renegotiate the political terrain. IfF is actively constructing a new political 
model, drawing on the discourse of localism (a policy directive of the cen-
tral government) as a means to orchestrate the scaling up of parallel infra-
structure in the everyday politics of the town. Notably, under IfF, FTC has 
established many bold and ambitious initiatives both inside and outside 
the remit of urban planning—including several pioneering approaches 
that address local action on climate change and the environment; many of 
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which have roots within Sustainable Frome (the local Transition Initiative, 
part of the wider Transition movement).

The relevance of how these initiatives came about is even more urgent 
as 83% of county and unitary authorities have declared a climate emer-
gency, although less than 15% have declared an ecological emergency 
(Inkap, 2021). As of September 2022, 340 councils from the district level 
and above had made climate emergency declarations (Climate Emergency 
UK, 2022). There has been a scramble of interest in local-level responses 
to climate change, but the longevity of the response can broadly mirror 
political interest and the capacity of local stakeholders to craft and own 
their response to it. At the very local level, few town and parish councils 
have declared climate and ecological emergencies—partly because many 
have struggled with obtaining the confidence to do so, and act on such 
declarations (NALC, 2021)—though interest to address this by local 
councils themselves is steadily growing.

In this book, we explore what factors explain  local environmental 
and socio- political innovations and the extent that Frome’s experience can 
be deemed as a sustainability transition towards relocalisation; that is, 
encouraging localised, reinforcing sustainable feedback loops that support 
effective community organising, political citizenship and economically 
resilient places. The Transition movement has been key to championing 
relocalisation to develop ‘parallel infrastructure’ from business-as-usual, 
neoliberal societies. We ask whether rights bestowed to local authorities 
under the Localism Act offer a mechanism to lock in (subversive) sustain-
ability and community-led agendas within mainstream development pro-
cesses. Notably how ‘formalised’ policies, practices and spheres of 
governance relate to ‘bottom-up’ activities in pursuit of new models of 
socio-political development in and around the planning process.

Using a multi-level and longitudinal perspective, the case study of Frome 
can help reveal the intersection between place, power and politics and the 
relationship planning has to broader sustainable development pathways. 
Linked to this, the book also explores the role of social movements (such as 
Transition Initiatives) in clustering, transmuting and channelling networks 
of alternative socio-political pathways and the extent to which different 
‘tribes’ of development alternatives (such as cohousing and regenerative 
economic thinking) might be ‘coming together’ under the guise of New 
Economy discourse and practices (see Real Economy Lab, 2016).

Key debates in sustainability transitions research are invoked and chal-
lenged, such as unpacking grassroots ‘niche’ and mainstream ‘regime’-led 
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drivers and inhibitors for sustainable action, the governance of transition 
arenas (spaces where sustainable outcomes are actively cultivated) and the 
notion of transition itself to explore the politics of placemaking dynamics 
that generate or contest ‘sustainable’ development alternatives. In particu-
lar, the study explores the conditions for the influence of relocalised (New 
Economy) actors and entities on Frome’s placemaking and politics; 
whether ‘niche’ protagonists possess and retain this identity when occupy-
ing formal spaces of power and the role of the ‘regime’ in cultivating and 
contesting or development alternatives and broader shifts in environmen-
tal, social and political arrangements.

By exploring placemaking (the act of ‘making places’), the research 
gives a spatially-situated account of the role of place in defining and shap-
ing the selection environment for protagonist actors who seek develop-
ment alternatives and how these definitions are mediated through and 
within the institutions of the state. For instance, by revealing the specific 
entities that provide a foundation for protagonist actors to craft and use 
for their own (politicised) ends. The findings point to how autonomy and 
independence justified an orchestration of transition governance, with 
both emergent and strategic foundations (see Burnett and Nunes, 2021).

The book appeals to academics across several disciplines with theoreti-
cal and practical implications for planning theory and practice, political 
science and democracy in a post-Brexit and post-pandemic recovery con-
text, and the role of social movements in breaking down, or co-creating, 
institutions. The book is also timely for practitioners seeking a critique of 
the politics involved in advancing alternative political and development 
approaches at a local level or hoping for a more in-depth account of 
Frome’s apparent recent successes.

Keywords • Climate and Ecological Emergencies • Frome• 
Independent Politics • Localism • Neighbourhood Planning • New 
Economy • Relocalisation • Sustainability Transitions • Planning 
Transitions Theory • Placemaking Transitions • Transition Movement.
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Neighbourhood plans are often produced with and supported by the ded-
ication and effort of committed community members as a means to posi-
tively shape where they live. This book, I hope, sheds light on the politics 
of trying to use neighbourhood plans as a tool to encourage sustainable 
societies. It is dedicated to people everywhere who want to use commu-
nity planning tools to make where they live places people enjoy now and 
in the future and offers some insights into understanding the importance, 
and complexity, of transformative environmental, political and social inno-
vations. Taking a critical view in unpacking how this happens does not 
undermine my own belief that neighbourhood plans can be powerful tools 
to do this, together with other, complementary, placemaking strate-
gies. Through the course of writing this book I have also learned a lot 
about the channels through which a ‘greener’ politics flows and how social 
and innovative political movements can rise, and sometimes fall or trans-
mute their energies into unexpected courses. This research has been an 
exciting pursuit of a fascinating research topic, navigating the complexity 
of the strands through which Frome’s story can be told and its implica-
tions for scaling out some of its ‘niche’ experimentation in environmental 
politics and planning. I am truly grateful to everyone who has supported 
me on this path, particularly my family, who have given so much as I have 
drawn on them for time and space. I am sincerely grateful for all the pre-
cious time my PhD supervisors, Dr Richard Nunes and Prof Gavin 
Parker from the University of Reading’s (UoR’s) Henley Business School 
(HBS), and the Examiners, Prof Jane Wills (University of Exeter) and Dr 
Emma Street (UoR/HBS), who contributed to helping me bring forward 
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“A timely exploration of the politics of placemaking and the limits of localism in 
meeting radical ambitions for community-led resilience. It offers important 
insights to communities and councils wanting to generate novel ideas and chal-
lenge the status quo, based on a balanced account of the conditions that led to 
Frome becoming a hotbed of ideas aiming to realise the New Economy.”

—Peter Macfadyen, instigator of Sustainable Frome and the  
Flatpack Democracy movement, author of Flatpack Democracy:  

a DIY Guide to Creating Independent Politics and Flatpack  
Democracy 2.0: Power Tools for Reclaiming Local Politics,  

and former Leader of Frome Town Council
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Political Fragmentation 
and Opportunity for Climate Action 

in a Changing World

NavigatiNg the Climate ChalleNge: moviNg BeyoNd 
BusiNess-as-usual

We are living in an age of accelerating awareness of our need to reduce our 
environmental impact. If the news headlines, multiple reports and aca-
demic articles are to go by, to put it lightly, as a species and with us the 
many flora and fauna upon which our actions are inextricably tied, we are 
in trouble. The current rate of environmental destruction, species decline, 
population growth, the use of fossil fuels, pollution, declining food secu-
rity, drought, flooding and obesity are all trends that, left unchecked, will 
adversely impact human and environmental well-being.

The book is set within growing attention to the ‘political’ within sustain-
ability transitions—the extent to which societies are moving towards more 
sustainable forms of living and where social and technical re- orderings result 
in sustainable goal-directed pursuits (Schot & Geels, 2008; Kemp et  al., 
1998). The need to radically transform our economy and relationship to 
nature has led some commentators to suggest that ‘globalisation is over’, or 
at least on its descent (Larry, 2015). If true, this could also bring with it a 
challenge to liberal democracy in the evolution of planet-positive (demo-
cratic) systems. As the political theorist Francis Fukuyama (1992) predicted, 
democracy is in crisis in many parts of the world, reflected in the rise of the 
right-wing government and the ascent of war in Europe with Russia’s 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-40769-7_1&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-40769-7_1#DOI
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invasion of Ukraine. There are also promising signs of political experimenta-
tion that might realise democracy exercised within planetary boundaries, the 
politics of which is the subject of the chapters that follow.

Times of crisis create opportunities for a shift in how we perceive our-
selves and our relationships with others and to image alternatives (Jackson, 
2009; Escobar, 2015). At different scales, there is an increasing convergence 
of frameworks and institutional architecture to respond to climate change, 
such as the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). There 
is now widespread global recognition of the need to act on climate change. 
Even some countries previously resistant to climate action have followed suit, 
such as China and the United States (US) now committing to net-zero 2060 
and 2050 targets. The Biden Administration has secured large-scale invest-
ment in decarbonised energy through the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act. 
Europe’s European Green Deal aims to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050. 
Such ambitions are also reflected in the Club of Rome’s planetary emergency 
plan, which sets out the foundations for long-term economic and societal 
shifts, underpinned by human and planetary prosperity and well-being.

Awareness of environmental issues is on the rise. According to a YouGov 
survey in May 2019 (YouGov, 2019), climate change was the third most 
pressing issue for respondents  in the United Kingdom (UK). A quarter 
(27%) of Britons cited the environment as their top three issues facing the 
country, putting it behind only Brexit (67%) and health (32%). The aware-
ness of climate change is particularly high among 18- to 24-year olds, ris-
ing to 45%, making it their second biggest concern behind Brexit (57%). 
This surge was also mirrored by the widespread direct action by Extinction 
Rebellion (XR) and Greta Thunberg in 2019—who appealed to much of 
the global youth population. These events, together with the Conference 
of the Parties in Paris in 2019, stimulated a cascade of climate (and a lesser 
amount of climate and ecological) emergency declarations. In May 2019, 
the UK government also declared a climate emergency.

The recent war in Ukraine is having detrimental ripple effects across the 
globe, ranging from food shortages to oil price hikes and energy short-
ages. Inflation is rising, leading to a cost-of-living crisis. The political 
upheaval of Brexit and the war in Ukraine will change the UK’s political 
and economic structures within Europe and globally. These trends will 
likely take their toll on having the means to deliver on climate action as 
households, businesses and government seek to rebalance priorities in the 
wake of the fiscal tightening. Globalisation has arguably left many scars on 
nature and our political and economic systems.

 A. BURNETT
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A 2021 Accenture report which mapped the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on SDG targets and indicators concluded that the pandemic 
posed severe near-term challenges and hinders longer-term progress 
against all 17 goals (O’Reilly et al., 2021). In June 2020, the Committee 
on Climate Change (CCC, 2020a) published its annual Progress Report 
to Parliament, which assesses UK’s progress in reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions. It recommended that the UK Government “seize the opportu-
nity to turn the COVID-19 crisis into a defining moment in the fight 
against climate change” and that more action needed to happen in the 
following areas (see CCC, 2020b):

• Low-carbon retrofits and buildings that are fit for the future.
• Tree planting, peatland restoration and green infrastructure.
• Energy networks must be strengthened.
• Infrastructure to make it easy for people to walk, cycle and 

work remotely.
• Moving towards a circular economy, for example, reducing waste, 

upcycling, sharing and local production.
• Investing in the UK’s workforce, lower-carbon behaviours and inno-

vation (e.g., reskilling and retraining programmes, encouraging pos-
itive behaviours, innovation funding).

How might one begin to demonstrate how these shifts take place, 
which actors and institutional shifts have caused it, and what role might 
planning play in encouraging a net-zero society? What role do our local 
institutions play in upholding neoliberal practices or preventing develop-
ment alternatives from breaking through?

How much and what type of growth has also been questioned by those 
pursuing a degrowth agenda (Escobar, 2015) or the need for a different 
kind of socio-economic framework in the context of a green recovery and 
the urgent need to address the climate and ecological crisis (UKGBC, 
2021). Recent UK policy has actively sought to remodel the relationship 
of key sectors, such as agriculture and the planning process, to nature and 
the environment in legislation such as the Agriculture Act 2020 and the 
Environment Act 2021. Yet what constitutes sustainable development is 
something of a hot topic. There are often different ‘shades’ of what is 
meant by being ‘green’ (Muir et al., 2000; Dryzek, 2005) yet sustainable 
development often mirrors the widely cited definition in the Brundtland 
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Report of economic, social and environmental pillars of sustainability (The 
Brundtland Commission, 1987).

There is potential for new political identities to be forged and with 
those new structures and institutions to be created (although it is recog-
nised that new is not always progressive). This is a book about the poten-
tial to transform our political landscape, and through this, our relationships 
with each other through placemaking—the art of making places—and the 
role of planning towards these ends. For instance, how can we design sys-
tems that are inclusive and sensitive to designing resilient and empowered 
communities, at scale?

As well as probing these issues through a discussion of UK environ-
mental and planning policy and approaches, we home into these by exam-
ining a particular case of Frome, an English market town in the county of 
Somerset that is experimenting with a new kind of ultra-participatory, 
inclusive, socially and environmentally orientated politics that eschews tra-
ditional party politics.

Indeed, it appears that a new wave of eco-political discourse is gaining 
traction, emphasising notions of degrowth and socio-cultural experimen-
tation, including a movement towards cultivating a New Economy based 
on collaborative and progressive governance and culture. This highlights 
what Purcell (2009, p. 144) terms the “cracks and instabilities” within 
neoliberal modes of governance.

Peer-to-peer technologies, such as crowdfunding and internet-based 
movements are helping to link disparate actors through networked plat-
forms, which could give rise to more rapid diffusion and uptake of new 
development models. For instance, the Global Covenant of Mayor’s initia-
tive and related working platforms are encouraging global networks to 
promote local government action on climate change and peer support to 
achieve these goals.1 In the European Union (EU), cities are also paired 
with cities from regions facing related sustainable development challenges; 
here they are encouraged to share knowledge and best practice on sustain-
able urban solutions and the development of local action plans through a 
knowledge-exchange programme, the International Urban Cooperation 
(IUC). For others, grassroots players are seeking in some cases to 
circumvent mainstream players, such as corporations and government, 
and to develop radical solutions to common issues such as housing, energy 

1 https://www.globalcovenantofmayors.org/
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