


“You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.” Abraham Lincoln. 
 Critically evaluate this statement by considering the notion of responsibility and the relative roles of business, governments, and society in general in assuming responsibility for a more sustainable future.
Introduction
“You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” is a quote from Abraham Lincoln in a letter he sent to the secretary of war in 1864 (Archives.Gov, 2022). 
This essay will critically evaluate the above statement, thinking about the idea of responsibility and the relative responsibilities of industry, governments, and society in embracing responsibility and accountability for a more sustainable future.
For clarification and for the purpose of this essay, it is important to ensure the precision of the definitions of the terminology being used minimizing the possibility of misinterpretation. 
Accountability and responsibility, require clarification as the words are often used interchangeably, and it is also important to ensure shared understanding when delegating roles responsibilities, and accountabilities for all stakeholders in achieving a more sustainable future. The derived definition of “responsibility = accepting an obligation to satisfactorily perform a task”, whilst the derived definition of “Accountability = liability for ensuring a task is satisfactorily done” (Whitty, 2018).
Similarly, it is essential to ensure that we are working with a shared understanding of the term sustainability, as since the Brundtland Report in 1987 it would seem that a further 300 or more definitions have been suggested within discussion and research around the paradigm of sustainability, but having been shaped and worked to mean many things to many constituencies and has become distracted from the original fundamental concept, which was and remains environmental issues and solutions to these issues.  
The Brundtland Report framed Sustainability as "…development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (Paul Johnston, 2007). This definition reflects the title quotation made by Abraham Lincoln 159 years ago and as an individual reflecting on this quotation in the context of sustainability and the definition of sustainability one must question our own moral compass and ethical position and take ownership of our decision-making and the consequence of our actions and omissions. 
This is illustrated for visual thinkers in the three pillars of sustainability. An image of three pillars depicting the concepts of Environmental, Economic, and Human/social with these pillars underpinning Sustainability. The principles of the three pillars were first defined by The Brundtland commission in 1987.  This commission identified the need for all three pillars because if one was removed, it would negatively impact the remaining two and overall sustainability  (Pieroni, 2019).  
The three pillars sustainability model is also referred to as the “3 P`s” or the “triple bottom line” interpreted as “people-planet-profit”. Parallel to the fundamental sustainability principles the model aims to achieve integration, with the pillars being viewed as interconnective and not stand-alone pillars, taking responsibility for the “here and now” and considering the needs of future generations. But this is questioned by Jean Huge, who argues that “some interpretations of the model assume the separation and even autonomy of the dimensions, fostering compartmentalization and sectoral approaches to sustainability” (Huge, 2011). 
Whilst Huge views the Pillars Model as potentially competing objectives for the purpose of this essay the three pillars model is interpreted as the “blueprint” to achieving sustainability:  environmental protection, economic profitability, and social equity MUST coexist without one taking over the other to achieve true sustainability. 
Are Businesses responsible for achieving sustainability in the future?
Friedman, an American economist and statistician in the early 20th Century,  argued that the Corporates had no responsibility to society only to increase the profits for the business owners, he was clear that no responsibility lay with business, only with individuals who owned the business and employed the workforce (Zimmerli, 2007). This challenges Abraham Lincoln’s statement in the context of business having a responsibility to tomorrow, yet we know that corporate business in Wales is responsible for 18% of Carbon Emissions. (Office for National Statistics, 2021).
In 2004 Elkington, (2004) referred to the economy at that time as being decidedly destructive of natural and social wealth, acknowledging a growing gap between the rich and the poor. Elkington went on to explain that a continuation of this widening gap could only lead to a degeneration in environmental and social problems suggesting that this would place increasing pressure on Governments and Businesses to transition to sustainable development (Scott T. Young, 2013). So, despite warnings for decades of a global crisis, and businesses now recognizing that change was required they seemed to continue with the attitude of “business as usual”. 
moving forward ten, years ago in 2013, the global economy and corporates claimed that if sustainability is to be completely realized and successfully implemented, it may need to drive a bottom-line strategy to reduce expenses, a top-line strategy to reach a new consumer base, and a talent strategy to attract, keep, and develop innovative individuals (Scott T. Young, 2013), indicating that business now knew that there was the need for change and this was a significant positive shift from, Milton Freidman’s views and beliefs that the social responsibility of business was to increase profit (Zimmerli, 2007), with social activist Naomi Klein arguing that the loyalty to the Friedman doctrine was responsible for the deprivation of people while enriching the corporate privileged (Klein, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk124285679]Klein says that the solution must be to change the way we live. That little word change that so often fills Governments, Businesses, and People with dread (Klein, 2015). It seems that Klein is suggesting that we all, as citizens who are also individual components of business and government, were responsible for the change in the way that we live. Interestingly, Friedman also said that “only a crisis -actual or perceived – produces real change” (Friedman, 2005).  Klein’s (2015) suggestion in the context of Abraham Lincoln’s quote, the title of the essay is that we are all responsible for tomorrow with many evading that responsibility today. 
Nonetheless, Klein’s proposed solution conflicts with Cock and Hopwood, who in the 1990s was clearly laying the responsibility of climate change at the doors of big businesses, focused on profits for stakeholders accusing businesses of allowing “greed to get the better of morality” and were clear in their claims that individuals and society could not influence significant change alone to change the direction of global warming and its impact on sustainability  (Hopwood, 1996). 
The production of value has shaped corporate history, but history needs to change and value needs to be placed in other areas than just profit, for example, the triple bottom line (Planet, people, profit) also referred to as the 3 ps.  Micheletti (2003) described the way the earliest enterprises in ancient markets served the purpose of offering people specific items and services in exchange for bartered goods, so creating value for one another but on a business-to-business or person-to-person level (Micheletti, 2003). 
Today, additional stakeholders are now involved in business operations as a result of the increasing complexity of business, which is reflected, for instance, in the need to explicitly consider environmental factors, when additional stakeholders (such as suppliers, employees, business-to-business customers, etc.) can play a significant role in determining the values of a business and whether a business can be established and sustained. These stakeholders are individuals who contribute to the business and can influence the direction as stakeholders whether that be employees or consumers.
 According to Hart (1995), the main objective of sustainable development is for businesses to create a shared set of values with their stakeholders in order to lessen the load placed on the environment. Hart believed that businesses would be encouraged to pursue environmental innovations if risks were reduced and material and energy efficiency were increased (Guo-Wu, 2017). 


Is Government responsible for achieving sustainability in the future?
“Climate scientists agree climate change is happening here and now. Based on well-established evidence, about 97 percent of climate scientists have concluded that human-caused climate change is happening. This agreement is documented not just by a single study, but by a converging stream of evidence over the past two decades from surveys of scientists, content analysis of peer-reviewed studies, and public statements issued by virtually every membership organization of experts in the field” (Klein, 2015). 
The evidence supporting the climate crisis is credible, consistent, and accessible, the suggested impact of the continued exploitation of the planet’s resources such as deforestation and destruction of the habitats of species that will become extinct, and the inequalities in accessing clean air, water, and food are visible and palpable. 
Common sense and current affairs alert people to the fact that most industrialized nations, including the United States and the United Kingdom, have the government as their primary employer, landowner, and task force owner. Common sense would also suggest that the government also uses the most energy and has the biggest environmental impact. Governments should logically apply sustainability ideas to their own operations. In the UK in 2021 emissions from the public sector were 7.9MtCO2, a reported 6.3% increase from 2020. The UK is reported to be the second highest overall emitter of both greenhouse gasses and Carbon dioxide compared with EU14 countries after Germany with the biggest polluter still being the burning of Fossil Fuels (Office for National Statistics, 2021).  
Ironically, with our biggest polluter still being fossil fuels (Office for National Statistics, 2021), The UK Government, and the coal authority (a non-departmental public body of the UK Government) published their corporate sustainability plan in June 2019.  The opening paragraph of their sustainability plan starts with the statement; “Protecting the environment from the effects of the past mining activity is at the very heart of what we do. As an organization, we feel passionate about making sure the role we play not only protects the public but also enhances the environment and encourages biodiversity” (Gov.UK Caol Authority, 2019). 
The coal industry was the central heart of industrialization in Wales in the early 19th Century and the main employer of the people of Wales and others who moved to Wales to seek work, yet despite knowing for decades that the mining was having a negative impact on the health of people, the landscape and ecological systems of the country, in direct conflict with Abraham Lincolns quote, the quarry owners and coal industry were failing in their responsibility to take responsibility for tomorrow today. Accelerating the burning of fossil fuels in exchange for wealth for the few and ultimately unemployment and climate change for the many. 
The United Kingdom Government as a member of the United Nations has agreed to work with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, made up of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 associated targets, “which are an urgent call to action for all nations – developed and developing” (UK Parliament, n.d.). 

The United Nations Sustainable development document talks about “institutional responsibilities” accepting an obligation to satisfactorily perform a task, but there is no reference to accountability and as such little governance or liability for ensuring a task is satisfactorily done with voluntary reporting an option (Whitty, 2018). The United Nations document fails to hold the UK to account for not performing satisfactorily in meeting the sustainability goals at a time when the planet is in crisis and our country is in a cost-of-living crisis and with 34% of children in Wales living in poverty in 2021 (Llywodraeth Cymru Welsh Assembly, 2022) and 31% of children in England (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2022). 

Agreeing to something suggests taking on a responsibility to carry out the given task whilst being held to account by the United Nations. There is no governance of the Governments’ responsibility to carry out set tasks at several levels, this was noted in a recent undergraduate dissertation where tasks/goals were set and delegated to named individuals or groups at town council to Member of Parliament levels and the general finding was that no action was taken nor feedback is given, failing in responsibility to the citizens these groups and organizations represent (Richards-Davies, 2001). 

So, it would seem that the government does have responsibilities for tomorrow, but does appear to be evading this responsibility which can partly explain why we are in the situation we find ourselves in today.  And, still, in 2021 despite warnings of the potentially fatal effects of global warming on the planet and the existence of our future generations, we were still using finite resources to excess, taking more than we need, and acting today with no thought of the impact on tomorrow. 
Michael Green`s transcript from his Ted Talks says that “we cannot achieve the UN sustainable goals unless we do things differently” (Green, 2019). He talks about ensuring that leaders do things differently and that we move away from “business as usual” (Green, 2019).  
Yet, our own UK Government does not appear to be doing enough differently, with emissions increasing as opposed to decreasing, and with less than 7 years to meet the agenda for sustainable development how can the Government lead a country to change?
“Environmental problems are urgent and the price of failing to solve them could be catastrophic” (Hopwood, 1996). Climate change group, “Active Sustainability for all” reported that “balance does not currently exist. In 2021 Earth Overshoot Day fell on 29th July, meaning that in seven months we had consumed all the resources that the planet could generate in a year” (Sustainable Regeneration is the only way to make things right with the planet, 2021) (Miller, 2014). 
So why are the warnings about global warming and the damage to the planet being ignored to the degree that in 2021 we are still consuming more of the planet’s finite resources and “evading the responsibility of tomorrow, today”? Why are the recommendations of numerous reports prepared by scientists and academics over generations being disregarded? 
Could it be as Chris Rose, Greenpeace Campaign Director wrote in the independent newspaper in 1994 that “Neither business nor governments had delivered serious change. Commitment to environmental principles such as “sustainable development” sounds heartfelt, but in reality, it has served as a cover for “businesses as usual” (Hopwood, 1996)?  
Reading reports, and watching documentaries, and short films in preparation of this essay makes it alarming to read, watch, and listen to presented facts about the global warming crisis. On a recent visit to Iceland, being immersed in the reality of the impacts of global warming was emotionally disturbing, and reiterated what Abraham Lincoln warned over a century ago, “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today”.
 On general observation of Iceland’s government, businesses, and citizens it was consistently visible that the country was now using its resources efficiently and only taking what the natural geology of the country had to give, for example, geothermal water is used to heat buildings and tourism and hospitality educating visitors on the need to use resources only for what is needed and not to excess. 
However, when the trip to Iceland is compared to another recent trip to Dubai and returning to the UK and indeed Wales …  “what can be seen is the attitude and application of “business as usual”, and as the warnings, since the 1950s have fallen on the many deaf ears, industry, governments, and citizens appear to be evading the climate crisis today to a point of potential no return, and because climate change is unprecedented and potentially an invisible crisis to some, do they really believe that they are not responsible for the bleak future of tomorrows? (Miller, 2014). 
Naomi Klein researcher and author of Capitalism V Climate tells readers unambiguously that if we continue the same trajectory allowing emissions to rise, “climate change will change everything about our world” (Klein, 2015).  
It seems that governments and Businesses have for decades ignored or paid token gestures to climate change and principles of sustainability for the future, focusing primarily on economics and profit-making for stakeholders and shareholders.
 So, Is anyone taking responsibility for the sustainability of the future? Is anyone looking at what failing to take responsibility today is going to do for the future of the planet, environment, people, and business? And what is delaying the action? Where are the stakeholders? Who is responsible for making a meaningful change? 
Society 
It is no secret that knowledge of global issues relating to the environment, the climate, cultural inequality, global poverty, and health crises is at the forefront of public consciousness and cannot simply be ignored in today's modern society. There seems to be a suggested obligation (responsibility) on modern society to maintain both the current population's quality of life and resources, environment, and other components necessary for future populations to also enjoy a high standard of living. 
For future generations it means ensuring the availability of a wide range of resources: natural, cultural, mineral, educational, food, clean air, and water. “If we weigh the moral significance of an action by the number of people it potentially affects, then the impact of our actions on future generations ought to be of paramount concern. This is the realm of intergenerational justice, and it sits at the core of any ethics of sustainability (Wüstenhagen, 2017). 

It would be reasonable to suggest that there is a failure in a shared moral compass across all sectors of society, government bodies, and corporations. Author Michelle Micheletti reported, “that we now see a new sharing of responsibility for setting moral standards among the political, economic, and private spheres”  (Micheletti, 2003) but the statistics available from the Office of National Statistics, and the United Nations Sustainability goals UK review using goal 12 as an example: responsible consumption and production the Data Picture for Recycling rates Coverage: on UK waste from households recycling rate (including from metal incinerators) was 45.7% in 2017, increasing from 44.6 % in 2015 demonstrate that the UK’s statistics are heading in the wrong direction (UK HM Government , 2019). 

Annie Leonard in her YouTube video explains that although recycling is a positive step, we as consumers would not be able to resolve the issue on our own as too many products are made with materials that cannot be recycled and will never be enough to get to the core of the problems (Leonard, 2009). 

With social media, journals, Ted Talks, YouTube videos, and education, telling everyone that due to natural resource extraction, the world is running out of resources, that 80% of the planet’s original forests have gone, and that glaciers are melting, and habitats destroyed resulting in potential extinction of animals.  There should be a rising global interest in sustainability, an ethos where people will act today because they care about tomorrow recognizing and taking heed of Abraham Lincoln’s warning.   

“Capitalism assumes that supply follows demand, and thus as the demand for products that are conducive to a healthy environment grows, suppliers will abandon environmentally-degrading products and processes (Sustainable Regeneration is the only way to make things right with the planet, 2021)”.  Suggesting that citizens as consumers can influence business and this linear material economy and move away from the “throw away mindset”, and focus on closed loop production, green energy, and circular economy (Leonard, 2009). 

“The public discourse around climate change, for example, results in changing social norms (Shove, 2010), new customer preferences (Mansur, Mendelsohn, & Morrison, 2008), and disruptive innovations (Fankhaeser, Sehlleier, & Stern, 2008), which might consequently disfavor existing business structures” (Wüstenhagen, 2017). 
Conclusion 
Abraham Lincoln said “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.” Climate change, food and water scarcity, environmental pollution, overpopulation, ocean acidification, and the loss of biodiversity are all intertwined in a complex system, which is stressed to and beyond its limits: Why? Because people, governments and business have for decades and decades Anne Leonard suggests since the 1950s (Leonard, 2009)  been evading their responsibilities with nobody holding the to account their responsibility towards future generations. 
Klein said that the solution must be to change the way we live. That little word change that so often fills Governments, Businesses, and People with dread (Klein, 2015). The change that has been slow in gathering momentum, based on Government failure to measure business activities against minimum goals for sustainability and the Government issuing policies and guidelines but not holding to account the businesses that fail to implement them. 
What about society, people, and communities, are they responsible too? According to Hart (1995), the main objective of sustainable development is for businesses to create a shared set of values with their stakeholders, including the citizens, consumers, suppliers, and producers to lessen the load placed on the environment (Guo-Wu, 2017). We react more positively to changes that are in line with our beliefs and norms and tend to deny the ones that are against them
The consistent message throughout the essay is that change is required immediately, and the evidence of the destruction and overcrowding of a depleting planet is a result of too many people, governments, and organizations who can implement and lead change evading their responsibility for tomorrow today with value placed on profit instead of people and planet on which they are reliant to generate their profit. 
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