Joanne Catherine Greenwood – Assessment 2 
“You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow, by evading it today”— Abraham Lincoln
The exact context and date in which Lincoln spoke these words are not clear; however, Lincoln is remembered for his commitment to ending slavery in the United States of America (The Library of Congress, 2015). As president, and as an individual, he held the conviction that all men are created equal and sought to resolve the prevailing inequalities.  In 1963, having secured his government’s support, Lincoln formally issued the Emancipation Proclamation, declaring freedom for slaves in all states. While implementing the decision was an immeasurable challenge, and hundreds of thousands of citizens lost their lives in the civil war (Nasaw, 2012), his decisions put an end to slavery in the USA. His quote can be interpreted as meaning that ignoring your moral duty will not make it go away. Indeed suffering may be compounded by failure to act.  Without this action, many more citizens would have been enslaved.
At the time, further government decisions were made that failed to tackle the injustices inflicted on the slaves. After the emancipation, former slaves were promised ‘forty acres and a mule’ to assist integration into the workforce. The assistance failed to materialise following Lincoln’s assassination, leading to the ongoing black-white wealth gap in the USA (Conley, 2000).  Failure to take responsibility for reparations at the time has led to poverty among black and ethnic-minority groups and increased racial tensions, continuing until the present day. The need to face the challenge has not gone away over 150 years later. The risks were clearly acknowledged and understood, yet the government did not take action. Conversely, in the UK, the government did take a form of action when slavery was abolished. Reparations were made, albeit to the slave owners, for their perceived inconvenience of losing their slaves. The costs of these reparations were borne by the British taxpayer, and the debt was still being repaid (with interest) as recently as 2015.  These appalling injustices and many others have led to increasing demands for reparations from social justice movements worldwide (Andrews, 2017).  
The world faces a similar challenge today, albeit on a larger scale. Humans are being exploited for financial gain, global temperatures are rising, biodiversity is decreasing, natural resources are being depleted, and there is consensus that these factors are harmful to human health, wellbeing and prosperity across the world.  This harm is not only here and now, but also a threat for future generations to come (Welle, 2019). 
Just as US citizens did in the 19th century, we must accept responsibility through acknowledging the suffering, understanding the causes, and also recognise the potential for increased suffering in the future. Choices need to be made to correct current problems, limit further harm, and create a sustainable future. We can also learn from the lack of reparations following the American Civil War and consider the best course of action.
Government, Business and Society all have a moral duty to create a sustainable future, depending upon the exposure to facts and information, and relative autonomy in decision making.

It is important to define what is meant by creating a sustainable future. Applying the Brundtland definition (WCED, 1987), creating a sustainable future would mean ensuring the needs of our current generation are met, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. However, the definition fails to define what is meant by ‘needs’.  The authors do attempt to explain two concepts contained within the definition:
1. The idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on the environment's ability to meet present and future needs (WCED, 1987).  
The limitations concept is vague, but further attempts to quantify these limits have since been made; In 2009 the Stockholm Resilience Centre (Rockström et al., 2009) published nine planetary boundaries which complement the Brundtland definition. In a further update in 2015, the authors made clear that the concept is a work in progress. It was acknowledged that the current state of scientific knowledge was too uncertain to accurately quantify some boundaries, however for others there was sufficient certainty to publish as ‘safe’ limits (Biermann and Kim, 2020). The framework is appealing and simple to digest as a layperson, but it is not without criticism. A 2018 article was critical of suggestions that the some limits defined were ‘tipping points’ (Montoya, Donohue and Pimm, 2018). Pimm argued. “It may be well-intentioned as an argument for limiting human impacts, but it’s alarmist and unhelpful to those who manage Earth’s natural resources.” (Braun, 2017).   On the other hand, others criticised some boundaries for being too generous (Molden, 2009).
The above illustrates that defining, setting and communicating limits is complex, and the debate will likely continue for the foreseeable future. While the framework is not perfect, it provides a reference point and there have been calls to include the framework in decisions making since its initial publication (Häyhä et al., 2016). It therefore serves as a good baseline in the absence of an alternative, but governments should be careful to consider the most up to date information when agreeing policies.
However, even living within environmental limits is insufficient to be considered a sustainable future.  The second concept within the lightly addresses social needs.
2. ‘The concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of the world's poor, to which overriding priority should be given’ (WCED, 1987). 
This still does not specify what it means to meet a need, other than suggesting prioritisation of the ‘essential’ needs of the world’s poor.  In 2015, the United Nations launched 17 Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2018) to provide specific detail on the definition of meeting the essential needs of present and future generations. 
There are critical interrelationships between environmental limits and social progress. For example, a growing body of evidence suggests that countries with higher levels of gender inequality have  higher levels of vulnerability to the harmful effects of climate change (Tandon, 2020). A world where there is social injustice, poverty, hunger and inequality will result in political instability and damage efforts to maintain and develop environmental sustainability (Jani, 2017). All aspects must be carefully considered and balanced in developing a sustainable future.

Who is responsible for creating such a future, and to what extent? Following the emancipation, Lincoln is praised for his legacy, however, millions of people played a role.  Key government figures like Lincoln led his party through critical choices, but it was societal support for the political system, and citizens that voted and provided him with the authority to make change.  It was also citizens that fought and made sacrifices to achieve the desired outcomes.
In creating a sustainable future, agents with a role to play are, for example, individual citizens, a group agent such as a large or small business, a citizens' assembly, local government, national government, or international government organisations. 
In researching this essay, I have identified two types of responsibility relevant to this discussion.  The first is a legal responsibility, where an agent is obliged to comply with laws or regulations. Non-compliance may result in fines or other punishment.  The second is a moral responsibility, where the implications of blame are less clean-cut than meting out a legal punishment.  While the encouragement of both types of responsibility is essential in developing a sustainable future, this essay primarily discusses an agent’s moral responsibility, rather than legal;  However, there is some discussion on government’s moral responsibility to ensure appropriate legislation is in place, and a citizen’s responsibility for demanding legislation from government.  
In ‘Responsibility Incorporated’, Pettit suggests there are three conditions that must be met if an agent is fit to be held morally responsible for a given choice.  “The first condition stipulates that the agent faced a morally significant choice; the second was that the agent was in a position to see what was truly at stake, and the third that the choice was truly up to the agent – it was in the domain of the agent’s will or control” (Pettit, 2007).  
Assuming moral responsibility for a sustainable future requires autonomous agents to consciously make choices within their control, with awareness of the consequences.  
While ‘suffering’ is regularly in the public eye through charity adverts and news articles, it has still proven difficult for humans, particularly in the developed world, to accept responsibility and take corrective action.  In ‘The Good Ancestor, Roman Krznaric considers that each of us is primarily driven by ‘a marshmallow brain’, which can become fixated on short-term desires and rewards. He argues that we also possess an ‘acorn brain’ which allows us to envision distant futures and work towards long term goals (Krznaric, 2020, p.4–18). An example of this fallible human condition is St Augustine.  A popular tale suggests, that against his better judgement, he was a hedonistic womaniser. Even after entering the monastery he would pray, “Please Lord, make me chaste – but not yet” (Koerth-Baker, 2007).  It is difficult for us to give up things that give us pleasure even when we know they may be somewhat harmful to ourselves or others.  It is even more challenging if we cannot see the damage being done.  In the developed world we are addicted to the short-term pleasures associated with consumption that is largely dependent on unsustainable practises, such as burning fossil fuels and cheap, foreign labour (Hansen, 2020). As the developed world have enjoyed the benefits of industrialisation for far longer than developing countries, it is only fair that we accept our fair share of the responsibility for corrective action (Climate Action Tracker, 2015).
This is where government must assume responsibility and has the most power to effect change.
In ‘Corporate Responsibility, A Critical Introduction, the authors describe a nation state as “an impersonal, corporate entity to which society attributes responsibilities and burdens that cannot be borne by others.  The state acts though representatives that, in democracies, are elected governments, but might also be monarchs, dictatorships and others” (Blowfield & Murray, 2008, p.255). The governance of one nation state is one part of a wider governance landscape of supranational and intergovernmental organisations and NGOs.
The types of responsibility and burden that cannot be borne by others, as noted above, are the development and implementation of policies, laws and regulation, implemented at a local, national and international level. Regulations assist society and business in making the right choices, thereby increasing the predictability of a positive outcome. There are arguments against increased regulation.  Libertarians typically object to a ‘nanny state’, suggesting that the public are growing “increasingly fed up with being told how to live their lives”, and that businesses cannot absorb the economic costs of compliance (Wheeler, 2018).  It is fair to say that compliance with regulations does mean giving up some perceived freedoms, but freedoms should not be at the expense of others suffering.  For example, my personal freedom to drink and drive should not override another citizens freedom to use the roads without the risk of a drunk driver hitting them.
Well designed standards, regulation and laws encourage positive behavioural change for society and business, stimulate innovation (Blind, Petersen and Riilo, 2016).  They protect current and future citizens from harm (Laurance, 2011), and provide for the needs of its current and future citizens. The responsibility also extends to enhancing the power of global collaboration through entering into international laws, such as the UNFCCC Paris Agreement (UK Government, 2020).  Neither businesses, nor society have the power to implement new laws or voluntarily enter into international treaties for the greater good, therefore this responsibility rests with the elected government.  
A key challenge for government is the short-termism of policymaking. Krznaric notes in The Good Ancestor, that ‘politicians can barely see beyond the next election, or the latest opinion poll or tweet’ (Krznaric, 2020, p.4–18).  With short election cycles and politicians’ desire to create winning policies to secure re-election, this creates an environment where policies are often easily overturned by the next elected government.  An example of this is the large number of environmental policies implemented by Obama during his presidency that have now been overturned by Trump (Popovich, Albeck-Ripka and Pierre-Louis, 2020).  Biden has pledged to reverse the damage done by the Trump administration, but harm has already been done. The responsibility of the government is not to create policies that serve primarily to make them re-electable.  As governments purpose is to protect current and future citizens from harm, the government have a duty to design policies that achieve the objective, are sensible, durable, ‘sticky’ and difficult to reverse (Cashore and Goyal, 2019).
The global warming science has been largely agreed upon for many decades, yet there are still a significant number of influential politicians that consistently voted against policies that would reduce emissions (Duncan et al., 2019). Peter Lilley was one of only five who voted against the Climate Change Act in 2008. Lilley accepted the greenhouse effect but argued that the impacts were too uncertain to take action, and that the risks were exaggerated. He did not deny the science, but felt the economic benefits were not worth the costs.  The impact assessment suggested that costs would potentially in the region of £200bn, and the financial benefits were in the region of £105bn (Lilley, 2012).  However, Lilley’s analysis had ignored the fact that the risks of inaction carried far greater costs than the cost of reducing emissions (Ward, 2012).  Lilley failed to listen to the overwhelming evidence presented by experts and failed in his moral duty as an elected agent to reduce the risk of harm. Given that the act was passed, the consequences of his vote was minimal, but he succeeded in gaining support for his position and perpetuating climate risk myths to society and business.  
More recently, over 300 MPs voted not to call on the Government to develop and implement a plan to eliminate the substantial majority of transport emissions by 2030 (TheyWorkForYou, 2020). One MP noted that the UK had already made great progress, but argued that China were continuing to ramp up coal production and we should therefore refrain from further action.  It is worth mentioning that China has higher emissions per capita than the UK, but this is considered to be due to rich nations outsourcing pollution to developing nations. When we add in emissions of our imports, our per-capita emissions are actually higher (Harrabin, 2015).
The government also has a moral duty to ensure that society are given factual information to enable citizens to make good choices at election time.  This provision of facts could be a) regulation in the form of policies that require businesses to communicate sustainability facts on their packaging, b) ensuring that correct and sufficient education is added to the national curriculum (Tatum, 2020), and above all, that c) government ministers act with integrity and ensure facts are communicated in public debates. Trust in elite politicians and experts has been in decline for decades. The government has a responsibility to support the rebuilding of this trust, otherwise further burdens will be placed on the ability to achieve a sustainable future (Tett, 2016).
Machiavelli suggested that we should not believe politicians are immoral for being dishonest. He argued, a good politician is not one who is openly honest and kind. A good politician is someone, however occasionally dark and underhand they may be, who knows how to defend, enrich, and bring honour to the state (The Book of Life, 2018).  If the dishonesty of modern politicians was a personal sacrifice with this good outcome in mind, I would accept that it is a fair argument for dishonesty. However, in the cases above where facts have been concealed or misrepresented, the desired outcomes cannot be described as enriching, or bringing honour to the state. 
Jacinda Ardern, the Prime Minister of New Zealand was recently voted the most popular prime minister in over a century, with support for any opposition at an all time low.  Words used to describe her are ‘open’, ‘honest’, ‘integrity’, ‘effective’ and ‘authentic’.  Her advice to fellow leaders is “Don’t be on the wrong side of History” (Gilchrist, 2019). I suspect Lincoln would have agreed.

While progress on sustainability is being made by government, we are still a long way off. Businesses are generally compliant with existing regulations, for example, ensuring they do not discriminate by gender, or through the use of market-based instruments (Calel, 2011) such as emissions taxation/trading, or product labelling on nutritional information. Businesses have far more potential for assuming moral responsibility to enable positive change, given their ability to understand their impacts and control their activities and supply chains. 
In ‘A Kantian Approach to Business Ethics, Bowie observes that many management theorists urge businesses to always focus on the bottom line  (Bowie, 2007). Possibly the most influential advocate of this approach was Milton Friedman, who argued that for a company to pursue anything other than (legal) profit would be “pure and unadulterated socialism” (Edgecliff-Johnson, 2019). In the UK, companies do not actually have a legal obligation to maximise profit or reduce tax in the interests of their shareholders (Murphy, 2013). The Companies Act, 2006, states: “A director of a company must act in the way he considers, in good faith, would be most likely to promote the success of the company for the benefit of its members as a whole, and in doing so have regard (amongst other matters) to—
(a)the likely consequences of any decision in the long term,
(b)the interests of the company’s employees,
(c)the need to foster the company’s business relationships with suppliers, customers and others,
(d)the impact of the company’s operations on the community and the environment,
(e)the desirability of the company maintaining a reputation for high standards of business conduct, and
(f)the need to act fairly as between members of the company.” (UK Gov, 2010)
I would argue that these legal obligations also serve as a list of moral responsibilities for businesses.  It must be stated that a company’s income and capital must be healthy and solvent to the extent that the company can invest in its employees, innovate new products, and provide stability against risk. Any sustained economic loss or lack of investment would place employees at risk, which would be harmful for the employee and the community.  Ensuring profitability for this purpose is not the same as pursuing, or ‘maximising’ shareholder profit, as advocated by Friedman. 
Considering the first point (a), regardless of the law, many companies are operating in such a way that does not adequately regard the consequences of the long-term.  For example, the production of mobile phones and monitors requires extraction and transportation of rare earth metals.  These activities exacerbate climate change, will result in severe weather events that will disrupt the supply chains that deliver the metals.  This clearly has negative long-term consequences and is unsustainable, yet businesses still operate in this way.  A report by McKinsey notes “Supply chains and the infrastructure that supports them are designed for a stable climate. As hazards evolve, it will be necessary to increase investment in adaptation, possibly at the expense of efficiency” (Woetzal et al., 2020). 
Another example of where a business should assume responsibility is ensuring they are not promoting overconsumption for the sake of profit, by pushing higher volumes unnecessarily. 
Additionally, voluntary sustainability labelling on the packaging would help consumers make sustainable choices and select products that are less environmentally or socially harmful. Consumers often find it difficult, if not impossible to make the right choice, as the necessary transparency is unavailable. Consumers cannot make morally responsible choices if businesses not do this. Labelling must be accurate and factual, to avoid greenwashing which would be reputationally damaging, as per point (e) (Poret, 2019).
Businesses unethical behaviours (in the absence of legislation) can significantly impact a consumers ability to make a morally responsible choice.
Society. Margaret Thatcher famously said, “They are casting their problems at society. And, you know, there's no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families. And no government can do anything except through people, and people must look after themselves first. It is our duty to look after ourselves and then, also, to look after our neighbours" (Thatcher, 1987).
Many have regarded this as one of the worst things Thatcher said, and there are many interpretations available online. Samuel Brittan in the FT interpreted this quote as meaning “that people should first try to solve their own problems and those of their families and friends, and only as a last resort rely on government” (Brittan, 2013). If this was her intention, I disagree that we should only rely on government as a last resort; however, I agree that only individuals have the power to make change. In looking after ourselves and caring for friends and family by making the right choices, we can collectively achieve a sustainable future.
As individual voters, we have a responsibility to ensure we elect MPs that promote a sustainable future by supporting sustainable policies. Where ministers fail, we have a responsibility to ensure they are not re-elected. It is harder for individuals to make the right decisions when electing, if candidates are economical with the truth, or misrepresenting of the facts as noted above. If we are not adequately educated or given the facts, we do not meet the conditions to be fit to be held responsible. If government are not delivering the change required, we have a moral duty to demand an alternative form of government, such as complementing decision making with a citizens assembly. A climate assembly has already been formed in the UK and time will tell whether this is successful in influencing sustainable policy (UK Parliament, 2020).
Likewise, as individual consumers, we have the responsibility and autonomy to choose sustainable products and buy from socially responsible businesses; However, again it is difficult to make choices when business are not transparent about human rights abuses in their supply chain, or environmentally damaging production methods.
While there are some areas in which we are not fully informed, the majority of society are aware of climate change and their own greenhouse emissions.  It is easy to think that our emissions are insignificant in the global scheme of things.  A movement started in Sweden in 2018, Flygskam, or ‘flight shaming’. The trend has caught on, and a survey of 6000 people found that 21% had cut back their flights as a result of flight shame (pre-COVID-19). (BBC, 2019).  
Society, business and government are all responsible for striving for a more sustainable future. In the end, we are all individuals with our own moral compasses.  As individuals we are consumers, business owners, shareholders, employees, tourists, parents, guardians and educators.  On our own, and collectively as a society we all have a responsibility to create an environment where it is socially desirable to reduce suffering and damage to the environment.
If we are aware that our actions have harmful consequences, we each have a moral responsibility to choose sustainable alternatives, even if this means personal or professional sacrifice.
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