[bookmark: _GoBack]BMSP7001 - The Challenge of Sustainability

Assessment 2 - Essay by Natalie Lemon, 05.01.2019

Word count: 3,840.

This essay seeks to explain the historical context from which the adage, “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” emerged, to explore the concept and ethics of social and ecological responsibility as borne by individuals, governments and business, and will consider how this may be applied to sustainable leadership in contemporary business. Some examples of relevant ethical dilemmas will be discussed.

Popularly thought to mean simply, “don’t procrastinate”, this motivational quotation has a more complex ethical interpretation. It is popularly attributed to the 16th President of the United States of America, Abraham Lincoln, although it is not clear when he is supposed to have said it and in what exact context. It is important to understand the historical context of proverbs, as it can affect their intended meaning. Furthermore, the journey to a sustainable future is predicated on learning from the mistakes of the past and building positively with genuine, sincere leadership on the advancements already made.

Abraham Lincoln lived between 1809 and 1865, becoming President of the USA in 1860 (World History Group, 2018). If it was Lincoln who made this statement, its context was unlikely to have been an ecological one, but rather a social one. Through the emancipation of slaves, Lincoln achieved a considerable advancement in social justice. It is known that Abraham Lincoln consciously applied a “principled yet flexible” ethical theory to his real-life decision-making processes (Steffen, 2011). His deeply-held belief in the immorality of slavery was based on a deontological ethic, that there was a categorical imperative that slavery was inherently wrong, since no-one would elect to be a slave and because most rational beings would agree that coercion was wrong. This was a Kantian principle - the self-defeating nature of an immoral action if it becomes a universal maxim (Bowie, 2017).

Perhaps ironically, in order to ensure that this position became a universal maxim and translated into legislature across the USA, Lincoln had to take drastic measures and acted in contravention of his Presidential duty. In 1861, he took the profoundly utilitarian decision to lead the Union army into civil war against the 11 pro-slavery states (Weber, 2018). This approach was distinctly consequentialist (teleological) in nature – with a focus on the morality of the outcome providing the greatest good for the greatest number (Hickman, 2017). Such was his personal conviction, in 1863 he used special wartime measures to override the US Constitution (unethical in Kantian terms) to make his Emancipation Proclamation, abolishing slavery in the USA (History.com, 2009). An estimated 3 million slaves were liberated, though the human cost was e. 750,000 killed (Nasaw, 2012).

This ethical conflict and compromise exemplifies the human struggle to coexist peacefully in a society despite fundamental differences of point of view. Lincoln’s blend of deontological and teleological ethics reflects the moral compromises most people must make when deciding how to act throughout their lives. As such, examples of his leadership are popularly used to inspire and motivate people to act responsibly. This is particularly relevant when considering whether or not there is a responsibility to think about the future of human society, about unborn generations and about the planet, and whether or not to make behavioural choices and even sacrifices in lieu of future outcomes.

Sustainable development is defined as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987). Implicit in this aspirational statement, are ethical assumptions which parallel Lincoln’s quote: Firstly, the future is predictable, one can anticipate the consequences of one’s actions. Secondly, it is good/right to consider the future. Third, that one has a duty to act in a way that does not prejudice the future. Fourth, it is unethical to act in contravention to this imperative, i.e. to fail in taking responsibility for the future, because it would be self-defeating. Finally, that time is of the essence, as every action today, affects tomorrow’s outcomes. This makes it a categorical imperative to act now to preserve the future.

The rapidly expanding body of scientific data available today means the likely future impacts on the planet of anthropogenic activity are well- documented and difficult to deny. In October 2018, the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published a report that stated that humanity has less than 12 years to act decisively to prevent worst-case scenarios of climate change (Watts, 2018). The consequences of a failure of individuals, governments and industry to act, are likely to be severe for people and planet, so there is a moral imperative to accept responsibility and make changes now.

People as consumers exercise great power, particularly in numbers, over both governments and business. In the last 30 years, there has been a growing appreciation that unbridled consumerism is impacting the environment in a way that threatens the future of humanity, worse, the planet’s ecosystem itself. In 2006 (WWF, 2006), the concept of the “three planets” was developed. This caught the public imagination because it was easy to understand – if the UK continued to consume natural resources at its current rate, and if the rest of the world consumed resources at the same rate, then 3 Planet Earths would be required to sustain the existing population to 2050. The term “ecological footprint” started entering household vocabularies, as the newspapers took up the story and made the concept accessible to all.

People started thinking about taking responsibility for their own personal impact on the planet, voting with their feet and their hard-earned cash, for more environmentally-sound and ethical goods. Daily choices are now made concerning resources, people are eating less, eating less meat, reducing personal transport, choosing energy efficient equipment, improving energy performance of their homes. They’re reducing “food miles”, buying local, growing their own, buying British, sharing ownership of or hiring products. Many of these choices present direct challenges and opportunities to business. Behaviour change can take time to scale up, but sometimes attitudes can change overnight (Collins, 2018).

People in numbers is also a fundamental problem. Population is a contentious area of ethical debate where human rights and responsibilities collide. Many of Earth’s grand challenges (George et al, 2016) are caused or exacerbated by population. Population control is a seldom-discussed aspect of man’s responsibility for the future, though it is vitally important that the moral dilemmas of population are tackled if sustainability is to be realised. Some people in developed countries now choose to have no children because they feel personally responsibility for the planet (Fleming, 2018).

Government power can be harnessed through democracy (Lemon, 2018) to implement strong controls on behaviour of individuals and business through policy, legislation and enforcement. Governments must be motivated by utilitarian ethics and the greater good for the country, whilst recognising and being responsible for political impacts on its neighbours and other countries around the world.

Governments can influence the behaviour of industry through policy and legislation which typically either ban or limit certain potentially polluting or damaging activities, or by positively incentivising beneficial activities through providing opportunities, incentives such as grants, subsidising products etc. The UK’s Polluter Pays Principle is a good example of government imposing upon business, some redress to the externalisation of costs (Hodge, 1995).

Weizsacker (1998) discussed how, following environmental disasters such as Love Canal (a toxic landfill site in the US, 1978) and Seveso accident (a release of toxic gas from a chemical plant explosion in Italy, 1976) (De Marchi et al, in Mitchell, J. K., 1996), governments started to pay more attention to the effects on communities of health and safety and environmental negligence and so new legislation emerged, such as the so-called “Seveso Directive” in 1982 (EC Directive 82/501/EEC). One of the initial expressions of this growing awareness, was that governments (and insurance firms) started imposing a requirement on businesses to assess their environmental risks and to monitor and measure their environment impacts through audit (Weizsacker, 1998). This added procedure inevitably increased business costs but was an important first step in business accountability.

Progress seemed pedestrian; the next advances followed even more horrifying industrial incidents, including the Three Mile Island nuclear accident (1979), the Bhopal, India gas explosion (1984), the nuclear explosion at Chernobyl, Ukraine (1986), and the Exxon Valdez oil spill (1989). The public ourage over these, coupled with the obvious political need to protect the health of citizens, led to better regulation. Keystone litigation events also contributed to a shift in corporate attitudes to the environment going into the 1990s, the case of Erin Brockovich (1993) being a famous example of how difficult it can be to challenge the apathy and irresponsibility of big business and hold them to account for their negligence (Wikipedia). Other headliners during the 1980s and early 1990s were the hole in the Ozone layer caused by refrigerant gases CFCs (Hodge, 1995, p.20) and the devastating effects of acid rain on European forests and lakes caused by industrial gases arising in the UK (Hodge, 1995, pp.113-123).

In parallel to this more emotive and reactive series of events, the international community took part in a series of major United Nations conferences (UN, 2019) relating to man’s interactions with the natural environment. The 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment - the “Stockholm Conference” (Wikipedia, 2019) ultimately led to the publication in 1987 of “Our Common Future” (also known as “the Brundtland Report”), which is widely considered to have defined the term, “sustainable development”. Theoretical discourse on responsible management of finite natural resources has a much longer historical foundation (Ellis, 2014), however these important global gatherings drew upon the best available science and contemporary thought, to garner international commitment for collaborative effort to protect the environment.

Inevitably, the action required of government would place further controls and higher expectations of business. Business operates within a legal framework to produce goods and services that meet market demand, mainly in the short term. When limited by free market economic thinking, politicians with a 4-5 year term and business struggle to reconcile moral imperatives to take responsibility in the short, medium and long run. Occasionally this results in poorly-informed policies with perhaps the right intensions but the wrong targeting, a recent example being France’s application of a higher levy on petrol, which sparked the “yellow vest” riots. “Eco taxation” needs to be carefully targeted, otherwise it can harm society’s most vulnerable, not the most responsible.
Stockholm (1972) was followed by Rio de Janeiro (1992) – the so-called “Earth Summit”, which established the Commission on Sustainable Development, the Declaration on Environment and Development and the concept of Agenda 21. Agenda 21 was the scheme designed to engage local/unitary authorities of every country, in the effort to contribute to sustainable development. Engagement with private business was initially very slow but gained some momentum as tools were developed to enable practical steps to be taken (Rotheroe et al, 2003).

The International Standards Organisation (ISO) started to produce the ISO14000 series of environmental standards to enable the private sector to understand and manage their environmental impacts in a structured and consistent way, and to exceed their legal and other requirements (ISO, 2019). ISO14001, the standard for Environmental Management Systems, was originally produced in 1996 (Ellis, 2014). Now, 22 years later, over 300,000 businesses and other organisations are certified to ISO 14001 in 171 countries across the world. Each company is rigorously and independently audited to strict criteria and is signed up to continuously improving environmental performance. In many supply chains, certification to ISO14001 is a pre-requisite of doing business, in particular with major corporations and local authorities. Hodge (1995) describes the substantial costs and administrative burden to any business and requires genuine commitment from CEO down. Firms now embrace a genuine sense of responsibility for minimising their environmental and social impacts, even if that sense is driven by public attitudes. The benefits to the business can be broad, with more efficient use of resources, reduced operating costs and better reputation (ISO, 2015).

There has been plenty of scepticism in the business world to the sustainable development agenda over the years.  Businesses may not consider that they have a responsibility to social justice or environmental futurity. But business cannot fail to acknowledge the effects of its activity on its local socio-economic scene. Firms create jobs. Workers create wealth via goods or services for the business to sell. The salaries they earn are typically spent in the local economy, on housing, food, clothing, financial services etc., although in a global market, money circulates to other parts of the world. In some developing countries, business innovation is fuelling the eradication of poverty (Conaghan, 2018). All this creates human well-being. How workers are treated creates political interaction with the business. Unions may form to promote better working conditions, better and more equal pay, to demand corporate social responsibility. The natural resources that the business uses are acquired, processed, used or wasted – all of this impacts the environment. When resources are scarce, they cost the business more to acquire, so the business in interested in the sustainability of supply at as low a price as possible, and may stockpile or conserve resources, or use them more efficiently for its own long-run benefit. So business has a responsibility for its own future.

Furthermore, when a business fails to take responsibility for its impacts on the environment, it can face substantial penalties from environmental regulators and reputational damage can cost the firm future trade. Perhaps at the very least, business experiences its responsibility as a socially- or politically-enforced economic burden and acts through fear of the consequences of non-conformance. Others may see “being green” as a clever marketing device, producing green products as just another niche market, or may even brand products to appear green where in fact they are far from it (Kim et al, 2015). Cynicism on this scale is winkled out by an increasingly savvy public and companies’ reputations soon suffer for their “corporate greenwashing” (Arnold, 2010). Artificial demand creation and planned obsolescence contradicts sustainability principles and represents an irresponsible misuse of resources. Again, the public soon twig and seek longer-lasting, better value products with competitors.

Even in countries which have leaned towards environmental de-regulation, such as the USA, business cannot escape the growing public demand for corporate social responsibility and sustainability, and a growing number of businesses accept and embrace their role within communities and seek to pro-actively manage their impact on the environment. Some commentators have despaired at the apparent slow rate of change, despite the proliferation of robust evidence that “business as usual” is destroying the planet. Undoubtedly, progress is gaining momentum. However, there are some persistent, even entrenched challenges facing business:

The emphasis on growth contradicts sustainability principles. Most countries follow a Capitalist socio-economic mode. Traditionally this is based upon the concept of continuous economic growth. Capitalism promotes bigger businesses and free market economics create positions for owners, shareholders and top executives to earn unlimited dividends. Many business sectors suffer with endemic corruption, sometimes this is an extension of national practise that affects the government. Globalisation has produced international markets with delicate inter-relationships between politics and markets. The sensitive and fragile financial services / banking sector, rife with corporate and personal greed, creates artificial global recessions that can set back progress by years, if not decades. Hodge (1995) attributes the majority of environmental problems to market failure, but acknowledges that government failure can contribute to or exacerbate the situation.

In the highly diverse and economically complex 21st century (Giles, 2018), demand for goods and services may be based on human need, human desire, social aspiration or may be socially constructed. It is possible that to enable true sustainability to be realised, human demands must be reduced, desires to be tempered into something more realistic and meaningful. Breaking some of the aforementioned vicious and self-perpetuating cycles will require radical thinking and fundamental change to existing systems. When enough people make the shift in attitude, they create forces within the markets for products and services. Change can then be catalysed and scaled-up through the political scene, as people make their expectations clear to their elected representatives. 

The challenge may seem overwhelming; motivation is critical. Lincoln’s quotation is a good example of how momentous change can occur quickly. Despite the sacrifice, including that which Lincoln himself made, America fundamentally changed in less than 5 years. Of course, environmental change can take longer to rectify. In the 1980s, science identified a hole in Earth’s ozone layer and research in 1986 found the cause to be chemical reactions between anthropogenic gases (CFCs) and ozone. A worldwide ban on CFC production imposed via the Montreal Protocol in 1987, led to a very rapid reduction in CFC usage and now, around 30 years later, the ozone hole is reducing (McGrath, 2016). The severity of the potential impact of losing the ozone layer led to drastic global policy change within 1 year. The world took responsibility – for something it couldn’t even see. Business was forced to adapt and developed new technologies to perform the same function without the harmful side effects.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is the way in which businesses can take into account the social and environmental effects of their activities and to manage, limit or mitigate any potentially negative consequences on stakeholders. The concept of CSR became firmly established in the 1990s, 2000s, but it evolved over some 60 years from an ethically-driven to a performance-driven management system (Moura-Leite, 2011). It requires systematic impact and risk assessment and a clear will on the part of the business, to take a positive approach to doing the right things. CSR is not a modern phenomenon - altruistic businessmen and entrepreneurs were considering the social and environmental well-being of their stakeholders during Victorian times. CSR is not just about charity however, so whilst philanthropy has its place, it can be misdirected and perverse (Del Valle, 2018). 

Stopps (2017) studied the expansion of the so-called sharing economy or “gig” economy since the 2008 financial crash and claims, “profitability should not override all other considerations”. She feels that businesses have a “duty of obligation and care” and must be responsible and accountable for their activities. Taka (1994) believes that businesses have a duty to consider both the legal and moral aspects of their behaviour and should make a positive contribution to culture, social welfare and a better society. Using principles of fairness, business should take care in international dealings to make a social contribution to other countries (Taka (1994). This is relevant to modern business as globalised markets and supply chains mean the effects of change can have knock-on effects all over the world, and less developed nations are vulnerable. Developed countries have a moral responsibility (Henshaw, 2018) to poorer countries to help them develop in a sustainable way (Mphuthing, 2018) in order to meet the UN Global Goals (UN, 2018).

A country’s progress is no longer solely measured in Gross Domestic Product (GDP), although this remains a key indicator of economic development (Green, 2015). One of the early challenges converting businesses to CSR was that many companies perceived the additional restraints on their activities as a threat to their profits. Whilst a firm’s “bottom line” – the profit element on its financial statement – will always be an economic measure, now business is expected to consider its responsibility to all three “pillars of sustainability” – economy, society and environment and manage “the triple bottom line” (Laughland et al, 2011). Management systems require dedicated speciality resources, exhaustive paperwork, rigorous audits to verify credibility of claims, and public environmental performance statements. In defence of this bureaucracy, Laughland et al (2011) state that businesses can reap many rewards for taking responsibility: “sustainable businesses are resilient… create economic value, healthy ecosystems and strong communities”.

There’s little doubt that business can be slow to change without government intervention. The LED light bulb was invented in 1962. Only a ban on incandescent light bulbs in c.2007 saw business move to LED technology. Now, improved energy efficiency is noticeably reducing demand (Harrabin, 2019). So even when relatively cheap or obvious solutions exist, business sometimes fail to take responsibility because of real or perceived conflict with profitability (Eisenstein, 2014).

However, central to business is Opportunism. It is the idea that emerges from an identified niche in the market and which generates the revenue that yields economic and social benefit. One of the problems faced by business is how to protect intellectual property, occupy safe market niches and generate profits from its own ideas. Over-zealous patenting can stifle the technological contribution to sustainability within industry, but the race is on and sustainability is a motivating factor. In recent years, more and more countries have announced plans to phase out petrol and diesel motor vehicles, with the UK intending to ban such vehicles by 2040 (BBC, 2017). This presents both a challenge and an opportunity for business to take a market share. The Tesla automotive company has become a leader for innovation in the field of electric vehicles, with other more established manufacturers following suit, producing hybrid, battery or hydrogen fuelled vehicles (Henshaw, 2018). Much work will need to be done to improve economies of scale to enable mass consumption.

Research and development (R&D) is a core function of business, since innovation enables business to adapt to changes in the market, demand for new or improved goods and services and/or respond to changes in the policy environment (e.g. pollution prevention measures). This encapsulates the spirit of continuous improvement, a core element of the environmental management systems approach. A recent example of R&D is that of Cardiff University’s Catalysis Institute, whose scientists are researching more ecologically sound ways of producing plastics with less toxic catalysts (chemicals that speed up manufacturing processes) and that make recycling easier. Messenger (2019) reports that the research is intended to help facilitate a “circular economy” in plastic use and use natural resources more responsibly. The term, “circular economy” is often used to describe systems via which natural and other resources are re-utilised or recycled in order to minimise wastage from productive processes, although it is not yet a coherent network of inter-related systems (Korhonen, 2018) so more work is needed to overcome the current complexity and lack of joined-up thinking.

Few would argue, with today’s wealth of scientific research data and complex modelling about man’s effects on the planet, that it is ethical to ignore the existential threat that is presented to the ecosystem upon which mankind itself depends. Despite some concerning regressions of leadership, the global people’s movement continues in the right direction. Many people acknowledge and accept their personal responsibility and take action. While governments undergo changes of priority, the growing legislative base for corporate compliance is cemented and enhanced with every challenge. Business acceptance of their responsibility has translated into many pro-active measures and business now seeks all opportunities to contribute through market mechanisms. The globalisation of information and social interaction has emphasised to business, the importance of sincerity and sound ethics in conducting transactions in the name of sustainable development. “Business as usual” has become a thing of the past.

- - - - -
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