Does responsibility for action on the climate and biodiversity crisis rest with individuals or with collectives (such as states and corporations), or both?
The climate and biodiversity crisis are some of the most pressing and significant issues that the world and humanity face. The consequences of inaction are catastrophic: stronger and more deadly extreme weather, water levels rising, extinction of species as well as many others (NASA, 2024). Given the significance of these potential consequences, the question of responsibility for action on these crises is both crucial and greatly debated. Whilst individuals may be encouraged to adopt sustainable lifestyles, which if done en masse may slow these crises, the scale and complexity of the crises suggest that the responsibility for action rests with collectives, particularly states and multi-national corporations. These collectives possess the resources and political power necessary to implement global-scale solutions, regulate corporations, and shift economies toward sustainability. In this essay I will be discussing this question and attempt to find an answer. I will be discussing firstly whether individuals or collectives are more responsible for the causing and continuation of the crises. Then I will discuss the impact that either’s actions can make on the crisis and how effective and beneficial they are. Thirdly, I will discuss how corporations and states responsibility differ. After that, I will be discussing the moral and ethical responsibilities of both towards the crisis as well as discussing the impact that individuals can still take. Then, lastly, I will discuss the medias’ role and responsibility towards the crisis.
In order to find where responsibility for action to the climate and biodiversity crisis lies, we should first discover and discuss whether collectives or individuals are more responsible for the crisis’ creation and perpetuation. Industrialization, which was been initiated by corporations and endorsed by state policies, has been the main source of greenhouse gas emissions and environmental degradation in the past (Steffen, 2015). Some acts, that we may consider to be harmful to the environment, such as burning fossil fuels, deforestation and overfishing have been committed by corporations in order to increase their supply and to decrease their overhead. The CDP Carbon Majors report identified 100 companies and state industries as being responsible for around 71% of global industrial greenhouse gas emissions since 1988. These corporations include large fossil fuel companies such as ExxonMobil, Shell and BP. Therefore, larger corporations and state industries could be to blame for the crisis due to actions that are clearly detrimental to the environment (CDP, 2017).  However, the crisis is also affected by individuals’ actions and activities. For example, richer individuals generally have a larger carbon footprint that comes from certain actions like frequent private air/sea travel, meat and non-seasonal food consumption and high energy usage (Chancel & Piketty, 2015). An Oxfam study showed that the richest 10% of the global population, emitted 46% of the carbon emissions, from 1990-2015, whilst the poorest 50% has only emitted 6% (Oxfam, 2020), showing a clear disparity between the two groups. Furthermore, whilst those who are wealthy can generally afford to choose less harmful and more eco-friendly products and lead more eco-friendly lives, most people can’t afford to make those choices and are economically pushed into consuming products and lifestyles that are more harmful to the environment. Is it right to put the responsibility for action on the crisis on to those who had and have lower impacts on the crisis? And is it right to even claim that their impact is their fault in the first place? 
An important factor that determines responsibility is the effectiveness of the actions they can reasonably make. Gardiner points out that whilst individuals can change their behaviour, the problem is so large and complex that it cannot be solved by the actions of individuals (Gardiner, 2011). Changes such as shifting to renewable energy, reforestation, and the development of sustainable infrastructure require extensive scientific study, large amounts of money, and legal changes, which are not available to the majority of individuals. States are able to put through laws and decisions that can result in changes that are sustainable. For instance, the European Union’s Green Deal that seeks to achieve climate neutrality by 2050 is a good example of action that can be taken, even if not technically done by just a single state. This shows that state driven actions can result in more significant changes than what is possible with actions taken by individuals. Corporations are also able to cause a significant shift in the environmental dynamics. Large corporations often have the capital to switch to more renewable and more environmentally conscious practices. However, as Dauvergne has argued, most corporations are profit driven organizations that only embrace sustainability if they are forced by regulations or by the public (Dauvergne, 2018). This is why state intervention is important to make corporations contribute to the environmental goals. As well as state intervention, consumers en masse can sometimes affect change in corporations, such as seen in the halting of orca breeding in Sea World (Allen, 2016). Furthermore, action at the community level has been seen to be effective in tackling environmental challenges. For example, community engagements for sustainable policies, small scale renewable energy projects, and cooperative enterprises that promote sustainability as a way of achieving change from the grassroots. Although these efforts cannot solve the crisis on their own, they are important in changing the perception of the society and in a way, forcing the larger institutions to follow the right path.
States and corporations are both major contributors to the environmental crisis, but they have different responsibilities in addressing the crisis. Governments have responsibility to serve the people that make up their system, they therefore should be responsible to make decisions and take actions that benefit the wellbeing of their citizens, this includes ensuring the crises do not affect their citizens and should act against such crises. They also facilitate the negotiation of international agreements, for example the Paris Agreement, which provides guidance on emission reduction and climate change adaptation (UNFCCC, n.d.). On the other hand, corporations have traditionally focused on their own interests and the interests of its investors,  at the expense of the environment in many cases. However, corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives have emerged, and some companies have set net zero carbon emissions targets and sustainable supply chain commitments (Kolk & Pinkse, 2008). However, voluntary corporate actions are typically inadequate to effect meaningful change in the absence of external regulatory pressure. For example, although many companies have made commitments, many of them still practice greenwashing, the act of misleading consumers regarding the company's environmental footprint (Lyon & Montgomery, 2015). A new possibility for corporate responsibility has come from some corporations implementing Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) factors into business management. By incorporating ESG standards, corporations can be made to face up to their environmental effects and promote sustainability instead of short-term profits. Despite the increasing popularity of ESG, it is still not mandatory in many countries, especially those with larger carbon emissions such as the USA (BBJ Group, 2023). Furthermore, when states do attempt to push through legislation that would regulate corporate actions they are often lobbied against by corporations that would be affected by it (“Net Zero Greenwash”: The Gap Between Corporate Commitments and their Policy Engagement, 2023). With the corporation’s lack of voluntary action on the crisis and the opposition to regulation, I would argue that it is the states responsibility to take action against corporations that are proven to be knowingly practicing environmentally harmful practices, where other more sustainable practices are available, whether that action be nationalisation of the corporation, major fines, higher taxation, etc.
Although large-scale changes taken by collectives are needed to solve the climate and biodiversity crises, individual actions still have moral significance and are still necessary for change. Although the effect of any action alone may seem negligible, the sum of many such actions can help shape society, influence corporate practices, and support government policies. Individual participation in a collective is also important, voting for a party that aims to bring climate action ensures that their voice is heard and will in some, although small, way impact how the government acts. Furthermore, taking action, no matter how small, is consistent with the basic ethical concepts of responsibility, justice, and sustainability. Some moral belief systems argue that people should try to avoid causing harm as much as they can. Kant stressed that people should act according to universalizable maxims (Kant, 1785), and a lot of harm could be prevented if everyone were to adopt sustainable practices. Likewise, virtue ethics, suggests that, environmentally responsible habits, will enhance personal and societal well-being (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2001). Furthermore, consequentialist ethics, which is based on the consequences of one’s action, also supports this idea: one action may not have a significant impact, but the impact of many individual actions combined can be significant (Mill, 1863). Additionally, Singer’s idea of effective altruism says that those who have the means to affect change should (Singer, 1972). Sustainable choices are easier for wealthier people, especially those in developed countries, to make. For example, by using electric vehicles, eating plant-based diets, and using energy-efficient appliances.
Numerous examples within history and the current world show that actions of individuals when taken by numerous people can bring noticeable environmental changes. One of the most significant examples is the anti-plastic movement. Although removing plastics on the government level is possible, decisions such as not using plastic bags, bottles, or containers do influence companies to phased out single-use plastics. An increase in the population of people embracing the zero-waste lifestyle has made retailers and manufacturers follow the sustainable packaging path. As for the dietary changes towards plant-based eating, the effects are quite noticeable. The increasing trend of vegetarianism and veganism has created pressure on the food industry to develop plant-based products. Vegetarian and vegan options are available at Burger King and McDonald’s, whilst smaller corporations such as Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods have emerged as new impactful market players, therefore reducing the demand for livestock farming, a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions (Poore & Nemecek, 2018). One more practice that can be highlighted is renewable energy. Although shifting to clean energy should be the primary responsibility of governments and corporations, actions like installing solar panels, selecting green energy providers, and using less energy have helped create demand for sustainable energy solutions. 
Media corporations, whilst not being the most pollutive corporations, also have a responsibility to take actions on the crisis, although not as direct. This is because they have a substantial role to play in shaping individual’s perceptions and opinions of the world, therefore, in extension, they affect the view of the crises (Boykoff, 2011). With this being such a pressing issue, the media has a significant task to execute in ensuring that the public is informed and moves to the next course of action. This is because they own a large audience and can create and sustain certain narratives but, unfortunately, many of them do not address environmental issues or even release misinformation. It is therefore important to consider the ethical issues, the public’s right to information and the potential consequences of misleading narratives. One of the primary tasks of media corporations relating to the crisis should be to supply the public with accurate information on climate change. Disinformation and climate change denial have been encouraged by the media which have aligned themselves with political and corporate agendas (Oreskes & Conway, 2010). The impact of such false narratives is that they erode the public’s confidence in scientific evidence and thereby slowing the needed actions. Through fact checking, providing a platform for credible scientists and debunking misinformation, media corporations can help in creating a public that wants beneficial policy changes. Furthermore, the media can also help to encourage the adoption of sustainable behaviours and help make corporations and states accountable for their climate promises. Investigative journalism on greenwashing, unsustainable corporate activities and policy loopholes can help change the ways of industries and policy makers. For example, The Guardian’s effort to change the language and publish reports on climate change issues through journalistic coverage (Carrington, 2019). But, in addition to that, media outlets should also look at their own environmental impact. The production of large quantities of content for broadcasting, printing, and online publishing is energy and resource consuming. Changing to green practices, cutting carbon footprint and encouraging environmentally friendly practices in their business are some of the ways through which they can follow through with what they advocate.
In conclusion, whilst individuals and collectives can both contribute to the solution of climate and biodiversity crises, the main burden should be shouldered by collectives. These crises are immense and complex, and they need the kind of solutions that only powerful institutions can deliver. States have the authority to bring in environmental policies, regulate industries, and invest in sustainable infrastructure, whilst corporations, particularly those contributing most to environmental degradation, have both the resources and moral obligation to adopt sustainable practices. Without major regulatory and structural changes, individual efforts alone will not be enough to counter the harm done. However, actions taken by individuals continue to matter, influencing cultural and political perceptions, and, in turn, pushing collectives to act. Consumers’ power, advocacy, and changes in people’s lifestyle can affect market trends and policies. Ethical considerations also stress that responsibility should be proportionate to the damage they have done or supported. One more factor which also plays a key role in whether corporations or individuals bear more responsibility are the media corporations which determine the perception of the public, informing the society and putting pressure on companies to meet their environmental quota.
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