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, driven by human activities such as greenhouse gas emissions, habitat destruction, and resource overexploitation, has caused global heating, sea level rise, extreme weather events and biodiversity declines, threatening ecosystems, food security and endangering both human societies and the natural world (CIEEM, 2019). These interlinked environmental emergencies raise fundamental questions about moral responsibility: Does the obligation to address these crises lie with individuals making small changes in their own lives or with collectives like states and corporations implementing systemic solutions, or do responsibilities incorporate both areas? This essay argues that while responsibility is inherently shared, collective structures provided by states and corporations are essential to enable meaningful individual contributions. 
Environmental responsibility can be understood through multiple ethical lenses including biocentrism, ecocentrism and anthropocentrism, each offering perspectives on how we should value nature and who is responsible for its protection. The interconnection between individual and collective action is essential, as neither approach alone can adequately address the scale and complexity of our environmental challenges. Comprehensive responses must confront the systemic inequalities, speciesism and justice considerations that underpin these crises. Understanding responsibility for environmental action is requires examinant the philosophical frameworks what shape our relationship to nature. Three perspectives, anthropocentrism, biocentrism and ecocentrism offer contrasting views on how we should value the natural world, how we live in it and who bears the responsibility of protection for its interconnected ecosystems. Environmental ethics provides several frameworks for understanding the distribution of responsibility in addressing ecological crises. Anthropocentrism places humans at the centre of moral consideration, focusing on how environmental issues affect human welfare and interests (Kopnina, 2021). Biocentrism extends moral consideration to all living beings, recognizing their inherent worth independent of human interests (DesJardins, 2023). Ecocentrism broadens the scope further to include entire ecosystems and their processes as morally considerable. As Humphreys notes, "Ecocentrists advocate preserving ecosystems, species, habitats, and biodiversity but ignore the problems of animal suffering and welfare stressed by animal liberationists" (Humphreys, 2020). This highlights the tension between different ethical perspectives on environmental responsibility. Robin Attfield's concept of "mediated responsibilities" connects individual actions to collective outcomes, emphasising that moral obligations are linked to broader societal impacts. As he suggests, “we should collaborate to discharge responsibilities in a technological and interconnected world” (Attfield, 2009). This highlights the importance of cooperation in addressing global challenges and the nature of individual actions and their cumulative effects on society. Rebekah Humphreys reiterates Attfield’s previous suggestion that "ecological problems are social and moral as well as scientific and technological. They result from human interactions with the natural environment that have negative effects on humans, nonhuman animals, and ecological systems" (Humphreys, 2020). The “tragedy of the commons” as articulated by Garrett Hardin, further illustrates the challenges of shared responsibility, where individual self interest can lead to the depletion of common resources, underscoring the need for governance and regulation (Hardin, 1968). These perspectives highlight the interconnectedness of individual and collective responsibilities, requiring coordinated action across multiple scales. States bare the primary responsibility for the climate and biodiversity crises due to their “significant financial and regulatory hard power”(New Climate Institute, 2023), and ability to implement large scale systemic changes. Governments can enact policies such as carbon pricing and renewable energy mandates that drive significant reductions in emissions and protect biodiversity, but “progress is being held back by economic, political and regulatory obstacles, plus a lack of national and global leadership” (Friday, Mills and McQueen, 2022). The principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) acknowledges “the different capabilities and differing responsibilities of individual countries in addressing climate change”(Climate Nexus, 2017), such as historical emissions of the developed nations, and involving developing nations in equitable solutions. The principle recognises that developed countries should take the lead in addressing climate change due to their historical contributions to the problem, while also ensuring that developing nations can pursue development pathways. Dower states that; “These countries may not have been historically involved in causing the problems, but they now need to participate in an equitable greenhouse gases reduction system” (Dower, 2010).
International frameworks like the Paris Agreement provide platforms for states to coordinate their efforts and set collective goals. The Paris Agreement seeks to create multilateral climate change processes that are legally binding and brings all nations together to combat climate change and adapt to its effect (UNFCCC, 2025). Collective and state led policies can create enabling environments by providing incentives for sustainable practices and disincentives for damaging ones with a ‘stick and carrot’ approach. These include green taxes on harmful activities, tighter regulations and tax rebates for emissions and pollutants that meet these stringent standards (Friday, Mills and McQueen, 2022). Corporations play a significant role in driving climate breakdown with “just 100 companies have been responsible for 71% of global greenhouse gas emissions” (Oldfield, 2022), they should be obligated to also play a substantial role in sustainability through innovation and decarbonising supply chains. Their actions could have a meaningful impact on reducing emissions and promoting responsible practices. Market based approaches to environmental degradation such as Free Market Environmentalism (FME) propose that “environmental problems can be solved by creating and enforcing tradable property rights in respect in respect of common environmental assets” (Eckersley, 1993). FME economists believe that these exchanges of internalised rights to environmental issues are a more efficient way to allocate resources and their protection. However, these approaches do not address change of initial environmental challenges created by unrestrained growth and development. Underlying the FME theories are a strong current of anthropocentrism, the belief that the worldview is human-centred, that natures raw materials are to be profited from for human purposes. (Eckersley, 1993). Without a shift from this anthropocentric view there will be limits to structural environmental change, as this view cannot adequately address the need for systemic change. Transformative approaches to corporate responsibility focus on fundamentally calling for economic policies concerned with three broad goals, economic efficiency, social justice and ecological sustainability (Eckersley, 1993). 
Individual actions also play a crucial role in addressing the climate and biodiversity crises.  As the climate problem is essentially an example of Garret Harden’s Tragedy of The Commons, meaning that individuals using a resource or commons will think rationally about using the resource, to increase a profit. While increasing the profit they deplete the resource in the process. The action benefits themselves, rather than to think and act collectively  to benefit the collective as a whole (Hardin, 1968),(Chi, 2013).  There is a strong ethical basis for individual responsibility, including moral duties toward future generations and the intrinsic value of the natural world. Chi argues that a “virtue of integrity involves the idea of integrality”(Chi, 2013), to make certain commitments core to a persons identity. In relation to the converging climate and biodiversity crises individual responsibilities “must not only advocate for some collective agreement, but must “act also on a personal level to reduce her own emissions” (Chi, 2013).  Individual choices regarding reducing the consumption of factory farmed meat, choosing a plant based diet (CIWF, 2025), reducing transportation emissions, and choosing greener energy can collectively reduce environmental impact and promote sustainable practices. However, it is important to recognise the limitations of individualisation. Systemic issues require collective solutions that individuals alone cannot achieve. Individual actions are most effective when they are part of broader collective effort. Individual actions complement collective efforts, creating a synergistic effect that amplifies the impact of both. For example, in the move towards increasing renewable energy use in the public sector, the solution “demands a carefully planned strategy, supported by favourable policies, innovative funding and involvement from the community” (Kavanagh, 2024). Individuals who choose to adopt renewable energy technologies contribute to the demand for these technologies, driving down the costs and making them more accessible to others. This interdependence highlights the need for a holistic approach that integrates individual and collective efforts to address the climate and biodiversity crises effectively. (Conservation Measures Partnership, 2020).
Climate change disproportionately affects poorer nations and marginalized groups, who are more vulnerable to its impacts despite contributing less to its causes, and they often lack the resources to adapt, relying on external assistance (UNESCO Courier, 2019). These communities often face greater vulnerability to the impacts of climate change due to systemic inequalities and historical injustices. The combination of gendered roles with socioeconomic, cultural, and environmental factors intensifies women's vulnerabilities, leading to a heightened burden of mental health problems, water insecurity, sanitation difficulties, and caregiving responsibilities (Anjum and Aziz, 2025). Often sexism and racism influence who bares environmental harm and who holds the power to address it. Embracing an intersectional approach to climate change and justice is crucial in community service to ensure equity and acknowledge the distinct experiences of discrimination and oppression. By adopting intersectional climate justice, we can develop inclusive and effective solutions that encompass all individuals, ensuring that no one is left behind (Intersectional Climate Justice and Resilience, 2025). Speciesism, the belief that humans hold a superior position over other species, shapes a human-centred response to environmental crises. This inherent bias leads to the systemic exploitation of animals through practices such as global factory farming. Factory farms are major drivers in deforestation and biodiversity loss (Viva!, 2025).  The non-human species as well as the human species face enormous shifts in climate and biodiversity, we are inextricably linked together within our planetary boundaries. Humphreys notes that “Ecological problems are partly social problems; some human and animal interests are intertwined today to the point of codependency”(Humphreys, 2020). Overcoming speciesism can lead to more inclusive policies that recognise that both non-human and human interests combined are key to addressing climate breakdown and biodiversity loss.
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide an integrated framework that distributes environmental responsibility across individuals, communities, corporations and governments connecting crucial ecological issues with social development. The goals recognise the interconnection between poverty reduction, gender equality other dimensions of human well-being as well as environmental sustainability. SDG13 (Climate Action) and SDG15 (Life on Land) specifically address environmental challenges while also embedding them with the wider social and sustainable development objectives. The SDGs state that, “Any positive action you take, no matter how small, has the power to make a difference”(The Global Goals, 2025), placing all individual actions as vital considerations while also necessitating frameworks that stretch throughout the modern world. Doughnut Economics, developed by Kate Raworth provides further framework for balancing social needs with ecological boundaries. This model visualises “a social foundation of well-being that no one should fall below, and an ecological ceiling of planetary pressure that we should not go beyond. Between the two, lies a safe and just space for all” (Raworth, 2017, p.11). This framework distributes responsibility by requiring all actors to operate within these dual boundaries, neither transgressing planetary limits nor permitting human deprivation. The circular Economy principles offer operational strategies for shared responsibilities through systems that minimise wate and maximise resource efficiency. By changing at the point of design from the linier system we currently use the “take materials from the Earth, make products from them, and eventually throw them away as waste” (Ellen MacArther Foundation, 2025) system to circular manufacturing characterised by the circular model where “products and materials are kept in circulation through processes like maintenance, reuse, refurbishment, remanufacture, recycling, and composting” (Ellen MacArther Foundation, 2025).  This approach distributes responsibility across product lifecycles: designers create sustainable products, manufacturers minimise environmental impacts, retailers provide transparent information, consumers make informed choices, and waste managers recapture resources. These integrated frameworks demonstrate how individual and collective responsibilities can work cohesively instead of competitively. 
The Climate and biodiversity crises present complex challenges that demand a multifaceted approach to responsibility. While this essay has argued that responsibility is inherently shared, it is clear that collective structures provided by states and corporations are essential to enable meaningful individual contributions. The interconnectedness of individual and collective action is evident throughout the various frameworks and perspectives discussed. From the theoretical groundwork of environmental ethics to the practical application of the sustainable development goals and circular economy principles, we see that neither individual nor collective action alone is sufficient to address the scale of the environmental challenges. States and corporations, with their significant resources and regulatory powers, bear a primary responsibility for implementing systemic changes. International agreements like the Paris Agreement and principles such as Common but Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) provide essential frameworks for coordinated global action. However, these collective efforts must be complemented by individual actions to create a synergistic effect that amplifies overall impact. Also highlighted is the importance of addressing underlying issues of justice, such as intersectionality and speciesism and recognising the disproportionate impacts of climate change on marginalised communities and non-human species. This is crucial for developing truly inclusive and effective solutions. Frameworks including the Sustainable Development Goals, Doughnut Economics, and the Circular Economy offer integrated approaches that distribute responsibility across all levels of society. These models demonstrate how individual and collective responsibilities can work holistically together rather than against each other.
In conclusion, while the primary burden of responsibility may lie with collective structures like states and corporations, individuals play a vital role in driving change through their choices and actions. Ultimately, addressing the climate and biodiversity crises requires a holistic approach that utilises the power of both individual and collective action, guided by ethical considerations and innovative frameworks for sustainable development.
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