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Transition Centre is one Centre County piece of an international grass-roots movement to
help communities prepare for life without cheap oil.

The group had its first public meeting in April, when about 25 people watched “The Power
of Community.” It’s a documentary about how Cubans coped with the Soviet Union’s
collapse in 1990, which cut their oil imports by 50 percent and their food imports by 80
percent.

Cubans framed the harbinger crisis as a relocalization imperative and quickly put in place
organic urban farming programs to raise food without tractors, oil-based fertilizers and
pesticides, and long-distance delivery.

They had some rough years as the depleted soils healed from decades of demineralizing
chemical inputs. But they survived, developed new transportation and housing, health care
networks and solar and biofuel electricity sources. By the time the documentary was made
in 2006, some said that if they struck oil, they’d sell it rather than fall back into oil
dependence.

The people who discussed the film in State College noted that Cuba has a longer growing
season than central Pennsylvania’s, and then identified lots of things we can do to meet
the challenges ahead, even with our colder climate.

Ideas included geothermal and passive solar greenhouses; aquaponics — to raise fish and
produce in small urban spaces; edible landscapes (beds of vegetables planted along
sidewalks, in yards and parks, with berry hedges, fruit and nut trees in between);
vermaculture (worm composting to improve soil quality); chickens and peacocks for pest
control; and “permablitzes” — people getting together to have fun and create backyard
food gardens.

A group of college students are bicycling across America this summer to see what other
communities are doing; they’re blogging their progress at culturalrecyclists.org.

Other projects are moving along too.

A couple of dozen people recently attended the first in a series of public demonstrations on
how to build, fill and plant raised-bed gardens. The event, at Millbrook Marsh, was

http://www.facebook.com/campaign/landing.php?campaign_id=137675572948107&partner_id=centredaily.com&placement=like_button&extra_1=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.centredaily.com%2F2010%2F06%2F22%2Fv-print%2F2052127%2Fsmall-local-steps-to-a-better.html&extra_2=US
http://www.centredaily.com/
http://www.centredaily.com/2010/06/22/v-print/2052127/small-local-steps-to-a-better.html#


6/18/11 3:25 PMSmall, local steps to a better future - Editorial Columns | Centre Daily …State, Nittany Lions, weather, news, jobs, homes, apartments, real estate

Page 2 of 2http://www.centredaily.com/2010/06/22/v-print/2052127/small-local-steps-to-a-better.html

organized by Garden Starters, with support from ClearWater Conservancy, Centre Region
Parks & Recreation and Centre County Master Gardeners. Glenn O. Hawbaker Inc.
provided the planting soil.

These and other relocalization efforts are about shifting people’s thinking about the “good
life” to match regional carrying capacities and about relearning the human-powered tools
and skills, natural daily and seasonal rhythms and the slower pace our grandparents and
great-grandparents built their lives around just a few generations ago.

But the work is also about finding ways to cope — in a supportive community — with the
denial, fear, anger and grief that come with the loss of familiar, fast, fuel-intense ways of
doing things, to move through and beyond those reactions into a consensus that common
security through a deepened wealth of human connections and resilience can more than
compensate for the losses.

If we frame it right and tackle it courageously, we can create a better future than the high-
consumption, high-waste future we can’t have anyway.

It’s an ambitious and daunting goal.

But as Roberto Perez, a Cuban permaculturist, said in the film while highlighting the
enormous adaptive capacity of humans, there isn’t one big solution to the problems we
have, only “infinite small solutions.”

The next local Transition Towns event will be a film and discussion — “Introduction to
Permaculture Design” — at 7:30 p.m. Wednesday at the State College Friends
Meetinghouse, 611 E. Prospect Ave., State College.

Katherine Watt is a State College writer, community organizer and steering committee
member for Transition Town State College. She can be reached at
katherine_watt@hotmail.com.
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