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Abraham Lincoln (1809 – 1865) was the 16th President of the United States of America acknowledged for the statement: “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.”
The aim and objective of this essay is to 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.
In order to evaluate Lincoln’s statement in this context, we must first define each of the actors. The following definitions will be used in this essay:
Business - An organization or economic system where goods and services are exchanged for one another or for money. Every business requires some form of investment and enough customers to whom its output can be sold on a consistent basis in order to make a profit. Businesses can be privately owned, not-for-profit or state owned (Business Dictionary, 2019)
Government - the political direction and control exercised over the actions of the members, citizens, or inhabitants of communities, societies, and states; direction of the affairs of a state, community, etc.; political administration (Dictionary.com, 2019).
Society - A society is the people who live in a country or region, their organizations, and their way of life (Collins Dictionary, 2019).
We also need to consider what is meant by “assuming a more sustainable future”. The most common definition of sustainable development from the 1987 Brundtland Report can be applied to Lincoln’s statement:
“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”
Present generations cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today – they must take positive action today (short term) to allow future generations to live and thrive tomorrow (medium to long term).
By using the definitions and meanings above, I believe the Lincolns statement means by not acting today to address irreversible environmental damage being caused by humans, we will only delay and increase the severity of the consequences that we must overcome in order to sustain human life on earth. 
Businesses, governments and society in general all have a pivotal role to play in assuming responsibility for a more sustainable future.
Notion of responsibility
“Responsibility” is defined as the state or fact of being responsible, answerable, or accountable for something within one's power, control, or management (Dictionary.com, 2019). So, what are the primary responsibilities of business, governments and society in general?
Businesses - Until the fairly recent rise of the Social Enterprise, the sole responsibility of most corporations was to maximise profits. Irresponsible businesses payed little attention to environmental impacts, employee rights and poor practices throughout their supply chain. Even when environmental legislation was introduced to support progress towards more sustainable products, some businesses shirked responsibility and went to lengths to cover the true environmental performance of their products. In 2015, VW had a major push to sell diesel cars in the US, backed by a huge marketing campaign trumpeting its cars' low emissions. However, following a raid by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), it was found that many VW cars being sold in America had a "defeat device" - or software - in diesel engines that could detect when they were being tested, changing the performance accordingly to improve results. The German car giant admitted cheating emissions tests in the US (R Hotten, 2015).
Governments - In the Story of Stuff by Annie Leonard, 2007, she states that governments should be “of the people, by the people, for the people” and it’s the responsibility of the government to look out for and take care of its citizens. Leonard also suggests that as corporations have grown, governments have switched their focus away from citizens to businesses. For example, In the UK, Coffee giant Starbucks, who have over 1,000 UK stores, paid just £4m of tax to the exchequer despite raking in £387m in sales.
In June 2019, the UK became the first major world economy to pass laws to end its contribution to global warming by 2050. The target requires the UK to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2050 – increasing the previous target of 80% reduction from 1990 levels. However, not enough action has been taken to achieve these long-term targets. A report for the Committee on Climate Change states the UK is not on course to meet the legally binding fourth and fifth carbon budgets (R Carmichael, 2019). This means that the UK are unlikely to even meet targets of reducing emissions by 51% by 2025 and by 57% by 2030 (C Hodgson, 2019).
These long-term targets give local governments, businesses and individual citizens a false impression that there is plenty of time to play with. On the other hand, Extinction Rebellion’s demand that the UK enact legally binding policies to reduce carbon emissions to net zero by 2025 seems over ambitious and restrict economic growth. However, every year the UK Government evades taking radical action, the necessary annual emissions cuts to hit net zero become more challenging, making it ever harder to avoid catastrophic warming in the future.
Society – Assuming a more sustainable future is not just the responsibility of government and businesses. Achieving a more sustainable future starts with personal responsibility. Most people are well-aware of the social economic and environmental challenges we face. The World Economic Forum reports 74% of adults are aware of the United Nation’s Sustainability Goals (A Tedeneke, 2019). A growing number of citizens, boosted by Gen Z teens, are beginning to challenge businesses and governments to deliver a more equitable and sustainable society. However, a societal disconnect remains between consumers, particularly millennials, who say they prefer brands that embrace purpose and sustainability yet fail to follow through with their purchases. In one recent survey 65% said they want to buy purpose-driven brands that advocate sustainability, yet only about 26% actually do so. (K White, D Hardisty, R Habib, 2019). Today, a men’s white polo shirt in Primark can be purchased for £3.50 which is clearly unethical. However, Primark has posted a jump in its half-year profits as growth in its UK market continued to drive its overall performance (E Jahshan, 2019). This is yet another clear example of hiding from the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.
Essentially, businesses are accountable only to owners/shareholders and they demand profit. Governments are accountable to citizens who have a different set of values: social well-being, environmental and ecological integrity, security (P Hawken, 2019). And society in general is hypercritical to demand change from businesses and governments yet failing to take personal responsibility.
It is clear, that responsibility for a more sustainable future lies with businesses, governments and society in general. But what role does each need to play today in order to address the consequences of tomorrow?
Relative Roles of Business, Governments and Society
To determine the relative roles and responsibilities of businesses, governments and society I am going to use Annie Leonard’s Materials Economy model in her 2007 video The Story of Stuff. Leonard presents a linear system from extraction, production, distribution, consumption to disposal and describes how the system interacts with societies, economies cultures and the environment. She states people (society in general), work and interact along the entire length of the system but some people have a bigger say than others. For instance, Leonard suggests governments should be looking out for their citizens but insinuates that, as corporations (businesses) have grown, governments are looking after their interests rather than the interests of society. Leonard places a lot of responsibility with governments stating “I thought they were looking out for us”. She paints governments and corporations as the villains who are focussed on externalising costs and driving consumption. The Story of Stuff suggests societies, particularly those in developing countries, as those being exploited. However, the story ends by suggesting its “people” who need to intervene and take back governments, change our old school throw-away mindset and change the linear materials model into a closed-loop process.
In The Story of Stuff, Leonard uses the example of a $4.99 Radio as an unsustainable product, similar to my £3.50 Primark Tee shirt example earlier. She highlights that the metal was probably mined in South Africa, petroleum drilled in Iraq, plastics produced in China and assembly undertaken by child labour in Mexico – all for $4.99. Furthermore, the radio is probably designed to last for a relatively short period of time, before being discarded and replaced. It is the same for the tee shirt and many other products we use and take for granted today, such as computers, televisions and washing machines. So, what is the role of businesses, governments and society to change this production and consumption cycle and assume a more sustainable future? Leonard seems to suggest it is the people, the consumers, those who live in the rich counties who should be leading by example, buying fair trade goods and repairing rather than discarding. The consumer needs to become sufficient. Little is mentioned about the role of business or government. Surely businesses should monitor their supply chains, set human rights and environmental standards, refrain from legal but harmful activities and produce long lasting, easily repairable, non-toxic products. Governments of both consumer and producer countries should impose and enforce laws, rules and standards, to prohibit, award, punish and control (B Bartkowski, 2014).
To consider the relative roles of business, governments and society in assuming a more sustainable future, I am going to start with the role of society in general – the consumer.
The Role of Society
The role of society in assuming responsibility for a more sustainable future by taking responsibility today is a complicated concept. Firstly, it is unrealistic to expect every individual to understand what is and what is not sustainable. This would require continuous gathering and processing of information and the ability to make sustainable choices in everyday life. Is this even fair? Should a single parent family be expected to buy the often more expensive fair trade food just to feed and provide clothes for their family?
Secondly, what impact does individual action actually have? One person may choose to live sustainably by choosing to cycle over driving, eating less meat and buying organic food. But what impact does this actually have? It would still be incredibly difficult for this person to influence the behaviours of their family and friends who do not chose to live this way.
A large group working together is more likely to achieve anything meaningfully sustainable. An example of this is the civil disobedience movement Extinction Rebellion. Extinction Rebellion is a UK-born action group that calls for mass economic disruption using non-violent direct action and civil disobedience to prevent catastrophic climate change. The rapid spread of the movement, which consisted of 10 people in the UK six months ago, has now reached 35 countries around the world. The movement comes amid rising frustration with policymakers who are failing to slow perilous levels of global warming and biodiversity loss (J Watts, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk28865289]Extinction Rebellion is an example of taking action today to compel government action to avoid tipping points in the climate system, biodiversity loss, and the risk of social and ecological collapse. In April 2019, Extinction Rebellion held two weeks of mass peaceful civil disobedience across London to prompt action against their three core demands of Tell the truth, Zero emissions by 2025 and the creation of a Citizens’ assembly. Following the two weeks of protest, meaningful progress has been made: Partly through pressure from Extinction Rebellion, scores of councils and local authorities in the UK have declared a climate emergency in recent months. Despite the UK being nowhere near hitting zero emissions by 2045, never mind 2025, Extinction Rebellion has changed the parameters of the debate. This week, confronted by XR protesters outside parliament, Labour’s Diane Abbott said MPs needed to come together to host a “broad conversation” about hitting net zero by 2025 (M Taylor, 2019)
I believe the immediate role of society in assuming a more sustainable future is to stay informed and demand governments and businesses make the planet their priority. I am in agreement Michael Green, who in his TED Talk: How We Can Make the World a Better Place by 2030, states that the United Nations’ seventeen Sustainable Development Goals presents an opportunity to choose a different path. Society must reject business as usual and hold world leaders to account. 
The Role of Business
For many businesses, assuming a more sustainable future, presents a social dilemma. Sustainable, eco friendly products and services cost more than usual ones. Due to the lower number of consumers willing or able to pay the premium prices, many businesses trying to act sustainably in a unilateral way are likely to be outcompeted. As of March 2019, Bloomberg reported that the average American cannot afford to buy green products (A Benveniste, 2019).
Almost every lifestyle product available has a more sustainable alternative - from coffee to clothing. Patagonia, the American clothing company, states they are in business to save our home planet (patagonia.com, 2019). Patagonia’s sustainability efforts reach far beyond encouraging consumers to buy less. In the 1970s and 80s, the company took part in environmental activism and started to make donations to small, grassroots working groups addressing specific environmental issues. These projects have grown in size and Patagonia now holds a “Tools for Activists” conference every 18 months (E Gladstone, 2019). However, today a Patagonia 100% polyester (50% recycled) bonded sherpa fleece jacket will cost you £180 (Patagonia.com, 2019). A Primark equivalent will cost £18 (Primark.com, 2019). Therefore, I would argue Patagonia are pricing many people out of buying their products and will not become mainstream unless prices can be reduced.
[bookmark: _Hlk28869470]The World Economic Forum believes businesses have enormous power, resources and knowledge to assist in the delivery of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (D Haski-Leventhal, 2019). Businesses of all sizes have a vital role to play in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. In its Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the UN is very explicit about the expectations placed on the for-profit sector around the world. This means fostering a dynamic and well-functioning business sector, while protecting labour rights and environmental and health standards (United Nations, 2015). However, a survey of hundreds of organisations from across the world undertaken by Edie, found that whilst the vast majority of businesses were aware of the Sustainable Development Goals, very few were taking action to address them (edie, 2015).
Although not legally binding, the Sustainable Development Goals serve as an important road map for businesses regarding future policy direction at international, national and regional levels. BUisnesses that align themselves with the Goals and clearly communicate how their business helps individual governments to achieve their goals, rather than cause additional issues, will be able to consolidate a strong license to operate and to differentiate themselves from competitors. Likewise, those that don’t will be exposed to growing legal and reputational risks. For instance, some businesses create pollution and poverty, violate human and children’s rights and have supported war and conflict, all in the name of shareholder value. Even the already mentioned, sustainable clothing company, Patagonia, has had human trafficking and labour exploitation issues in its supply chain (G White, 2015). Another example of businesses creating issues would be the avoidance of corporate tax. Multinationals, such as Google, Amazon, Starbucks can relocate their headquarters and production to which ever jurisdiction levies the lowest taxes. For example, Starbucks continue to expand in the UK while paying hardly any British taxes. Starbucks claim that minimal profits are made in the country, but if this were true, surely their ongoing expansion would make no business sense? Why would you increase your presence in a region where there are little profits to be made? Clearly Starbucks are profitable in the UK, however their profits are being funnelled out of the country to lower-tax jurisdictions in the form of royalties, franchise fees, and other charges (J Stiglitz, 2019).
Furthermore, the SDGs redirect global public and private investment flows towards dealing with the challenges they represent, those businesses which embrace the transformative power of the goals and can identify appropriate business solutions will be able to open up exciting and lucrative new markets.
I believe the role of business is to start taking immediate action and become open and transparent regarding their own products and services. Clear Sustainability Strategies should be produced detailing their proposals to contribute towards each of the Sustainable Development Goals. Integrating with the communities in which the operate, demonstrating good will and sustainable behaviour would help educate and help individuals citizens make sustainable choices. Engaging in societal debates regarding products and services would also promote sustainability without harming the supporting company as any resulting law would be binding for its competitors and benefit everyone.
The Role of Government
The oldest and simplest justification for government is as protector. Protecting its citizens from violence, harm and ill-health. Governments set legal rules and regulations on individual citizens and businesses, set taxes, choose what to spend public money on and decide how best to deliver public services. With this in mind, it would be reasonable to assume that Governments are ultimately responsible for assuming responsibility for a more sustainable future – and ensuring businesses and society plays their part. However, Governments ability to take immediate actions to ensure a sustainable future can be limited by a number of factors. Governments are inherently reactive, they do nothing against the will of the majority and slow political processes make it difficult to keep track of and react to all the unsustainable developments in production and consumption. Politicians simply can’t see past the next election. This is one of the main reasons behind Extinction Rebellion’s third demand to create a Citizens’ Assembly on Climate and Ecological Justice.
Extinction Rebellion believes that pollical power in the UK has been in the power of a few elected politicians and this system has proved incapable of making the long-term decisions needed to deal with the climate and ecological emergency. Members of parliament are lobbied by powerful corporations, seek sympathetic media coverage, and calculate their policies based on potential public reactions and opinion polls. This leaves many of them either unable or unwilling to make the bold changes necessary to address the climate emergency (rebellion.earth, 2019).
A citizens’ assembly is a group of people who are brought together to discuss an issue or issues and reach a conclusion about what they think should happen. A citizens’ assembly is currently taking place in the Republic of Ireland – established by the Irish Parliament – to address a number of important legal and policy issues facing Irish society. These have included equal marriage, abortion and the opportunities and challenges of an ageing population (parliament.uk, 2019).  A Citizens’ Assembly on Climate and Ecological Justice would allow UK citizens to take the lead and develop workable policy recommendations whilst politicians avoid political backlash.
Extinction Rebellion are also demanding that the UK Government acts now to halt biodiversity loss and reduce greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2025. As already stated, the net zero by 2050 targets already set in UK law give a false impression that there is plenty of time to play with rather than the impetus to act immediately. A report from the Science and Technology Select Committee has warned the UK is already behind on its 2050 target and is failing to incentivise businesses and society to become more environmentally friendly.  The government has cut grants for low-emissions cars, frozen fuel duty while train and bus fares have continued to rise and also removed policies to improve the energy efficiency of homes (P Weston, 2019). Stuart Haszeldine, a professor of carbon capture and storage at the University of Edinburgh, said: “This illustrates the continual and widening UK gap between political top-down ambition, government delivery by the risk-averse civil service, and disconnect to conventional, commercial, un-charitable reason from the bottom-up. Fundamental change is required, but government keeps papering the cracks instead of fixing the foundations."
Achieving net zero carbon by 2025 would be a unprecedented challenge – but not impossible. I  believe by reducing the timescales to achieve the net zero target will force government to act immediately, rather than evading responsibility today.
Andrew Simms from the Rapid Transition Alliance, which promotes solutions to climate change that could transform the world over the next 12 years supports this theory: "We tend to forget what can be achieved in really compressed periods of time when the whole of industry and the whole of government put their minds to it. It's like the speed with which we responded to the financial crisis in 2008. If we treated the wellbeing of the biosphere with the same integrity and seriousness with which we treated the integrity of the banking system you would rapidly see the alignment of resources and planning that would achieve these kind of goals" (M McGrath, 2019).


Conclusion
The question of who is responsible for assuming a more sustainable future isma question of balance. Governments, businesses and society and general all have a role to play and “escaping the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” is simply not an option. All parties need to be involved in a transformational process and it would be naïve to suggest one party can assume sole responsibility. What is clear, is that we need to act now to minimise the irreversible consequences that we face in the relatively near future.
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