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“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. 

“You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today,” the words of Abraham Lincoln, the 16th President of the United States of America. These words though spoken more than 100 years ago, are still credible today in the quest for a more sustainable future. In fact, according to (Natanson 2020) it might be “eminently fair” to label h the nation’s first “green president; quoting James Tackach in his book “Lincoln and the Natural Environment.” This assessment is strengthened by the fact that this US President signed the Yosemite Grant Act in 1864 that sought to protect and preserve the vast and magnificent landscape of California for future generations.  

Be that as it may, this paper seeks to critically evaluate the words of President Lincoln in the context of a more sustainable future. This will be accomplished by giving a brief history on the conceptualisation of the need for a more sustainable future, discussing the notion of responsibility and by evaluating the roles of business, governments and society in achieving this goal. 

Before we can get to a sustainable future, we must address where we are and what we ought to do today; and any discussion about the future must take a look into the past. It is the historical developments regarding sustainability which has helped to raise consciousness about a sustainable future. It can be argued that following the industrial revolution with its large-scale industries and mechanical production and the culmination of the second world war in the late 1940s, there was a pervading and unwavering quest for growth and development aided in large part by advancements in technology and the means of production. The unprecedented growth during the long boom of the 1950s and 1960s stimulated expectations of unlimited economic growth and ever-increasing affluence (Du Pisani, 2006). However, it was soon realised that this exponential growth and development was at a cost. The quest for economic growth and development was now shrouded in a desire for  development that was more sustainable. This desire for sustainability according to Du Pisani “became more acute and radical because of the fear that economic growth might endanger the survival of the human race and the planet.” Thus, the importance of sustainable development began to take centre stage. According to (Klarin 2018), different organizations and institutions participated in the creation of the concept of sustainable development. The most significant is the United Nations (UN), founded in 1945 and which includes more than 190 member states. Since as early as 1969, the UN has played a leading role in the area of sustainable development on a global level with the publication and organisation of various reports and conferences such as the Man and His Environment or U Thant Report (1969), the first UN and United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) world Conference on the Human Environment: Only One Earth in 1972 and the World Commission on Environmental Development report: Our Common Future or the Brundtland report in 1987, for example.

Sustainable development is based on the concept of development (socio-economic development in line with ecological constraints), the concept of needs (redistribution of resources to ensure the quality of life for all) and the concept of future generations (the possibility of long-term usage of resources to ensure the necessary quality of life for future generations) (Klarin 2018). This elucidation of the concept of sustainable development in this way shows an appreciation of the dynamic nature of sustainability and the forward looking element it must contain. The concept was succinctly defined by the World Commission on Environment and Development in its Brutland Report in 1987 which posits that “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” This again highlights the inescapable fact that achieving sustainable development must take into account the future; specifically future generations.
 

The discourse around responsibility for a sustainable future is one that can be open to endless argumentation. Immediately, when one speaks of a sustainable future or sustainable development for that matter, attention is almost academically pointed towards the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). This is certainly justified as business operations have a significant role in sustainable development and it is very clear that CSR contributes to the sustainable development of business and without that; sustainable development cannot be attained (Szegedi and Behringer 2016). The definition of CSR varies dramatically but in principle it captures the actions of busines acting responsibly which leads to positive outcomes for shareholders, stakeholders and the protection and sustainable development of the environment and society that it impacts. Though there is general consensus about the need for CSR, at the same time it has been met with serious criticism. 

Such include the motivation of businesses in implementing CSR strategies. Is it really done to achieve a sustainable future? Or is it done out of fear of losing prestige, to compete with other business who have done the same or just out of compliance with legislation (Cahyandito, 2011); a question of true business ethics. Added to this is the fact that the concept of CSR can be further compartmentalised and be conflated with other concepts such as Corporate Responsibility (CR) and Corporate Citizenship (CC) which introduce a voluntary and political question respectively, regarding the role of business for a sustainable future. Further to this, CSR is mainly focused on business. Should businesses alone bear responsibility for a sustainable future? Is there room for other actors who ought also to be responsible in the same way? What about society? 

Society certainly has a tremendous role to play in a sustainable future. If it does then it means a normative approach can be taken when evaluating responsibility for a sustainable future. Problems faced by the concept of sustainable development, such as the consequences and evaluation of human actions in the world, or attitudes towards and preservation of natural resources for future generations are fundamentally related to various philosophical theories, (Molotokienė). This is further developed by an exploration of normative ethics, which focus on human actions as a result of behaviours and accepted notions of right wrong for example. Two of the more popular approaches which can be utilised to evaluate society’s role in sustainable development are the deontological or teleological philosophical approaches. This may present a problem in that, all people in one society do not subscribe to one philosophy. Be that as it may, what cannot be argued though, is that for sustainable development to be achieved, actions of managers must be ethical (Kirui and Sang 2019). If one considers themself as following the teleological strand of philosophy propagated by John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham, it is definitely possible to see a connection with sustainable development. Since utilitarianism sees all human beings as equal bearers of utility, it is possible to argue that we have the same responsibility for future generation as for the present (Molotokienė).Conversely, if one subscribes to a deontological approach based on the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, then the outcome is virtually the same. According to Mulia, Kar and Behura in their paper “The moral imperatives of sustainable development: A kantian overview, “To accomplish this; sustainability must be taken as a categorical imperative and it is argued above how an imperative should be followed as a universal law by each and every individual, community, race, species etc. Sustainability based on a moral reason, which justify the universal ethics based on both human and non-human centric world views of one unify Earth ecosystem.” To revert to the term “managers” as used by Kirui and Sang, this should not be interpreted strictly in the business sphere as all human beings are managers of the resources they own or interact with and “it is our collective and individual responsibility to preserve and tend to the world in which we all live” (Dalai Lama). Thus, the philosophical framework which one subscribes to, does not in any way absolve one nor society of its responsibilities in achieving sustainability now and for the future.

Our third actor is government. Some will say that the responsibility of government for a sustainable future goes without saying, given that the baseline purpose of government is to protect and promote the best interests of the people; it makes sense that it is necessary that government invest in strategies that in every possible way promote sustainable development (Hawken, N.D). Government responsibility for a sustainable future manifests itself nationally and internationally. On a national level for example, the 2020 budget speech of Saint Vincent and the Grenadines (SVG), as a Small Island Developing (SID) state was titled “Transforming the economy, building resilience, creating jobs, and developing sustainably.” The government highlighted as its goals for SVG to be The “greenest, cleanest Caribbean environment” and a “proponent and exemplar of sustainable, people-centred development” (Gov, 2020). Thus it is unmistakably the political, legal and economic role government must play in paving the way for a sustainable future. The responsibility of government can also be seen in the concerted effort by the global community in an institutional way to achieving a sustainable future. It is government who represent the interests of the state on an international level and gives political will to various sustainable protocols, instruments, agreements and conventions that support sustainability for all. 

As we discuss the concept of responsibility for a more sustainable future it would be impossible to ignore that at some point, the activities of these three actors are going to interact. Thus responsibility is shared and is equally expected, albeit in different ways. As result, it plausible to attribute responsibility to all using what is known as the Common Good approach. This is just but one ethical approach to the concept of a sustainable future that posits that that ethical actions are those that benefit all members of the community, reflecting on broad questions concerning the kind of society we want to become and how we are to achieve that society (SCU, 2015).

Shortly after the Brutland Report, the recognition and institutionalising of ‘sustainable development’ would continue with the ‘Rio Process’, initiated at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio (Purvis 2019), where the world’s political leaders pledged their support to the principle of sustainable development (Jordan and Voisey 1998). This trend has continued since then and has gained the support of the international community, inclusive of national governments, multilateral organisations, multinational corporations and civil society. 

As we discuss the notion of responsibility and the relative roles of business, governments and society in general in assuming responsibility for a more sustainable future, an examination of the 2030 Agenda of the UN which establishes the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will be done to show the responsibility that business, government and society have to play in a more sustainable future. This is worthwhile as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development of the UN not only expanded the concept of Sustainable Development but it also expressly articulated the need for partnership and collaboration if a sustainable future is to be achieved. Even before the 2030 agenda and the SDGs, the 2000 Millennium Development Goals which preceded the 2030 agenda recognised the notion of ‘shared responsibility’ stating that, “responsibility for managing worldwide economic and social development, as well as threats to international peace and security, must be shared among the nations of the world and should be exercised multilaterally (UN Resolution 55/2 2000). Not only did this declaration recognise the need for the protection of our common environment but it also represented a commitment to work together to build a safer, more prosperous and equitable world. It also recognised the importance of factors such as Poverty reduction, health, education, energy, gender equality and social inclusion. One can hardly argue against the future looking view of the MDGs with its predominant focus on children. 

Following the MDGs was the formulation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The very name of this declaration emphasizes the need for a sustainable future. The 2030 Agenda claims to build upon the achievements of the MDGs and seek to address their unfinished business (UNGA 2015). The 2030 Agenda is an important instrument as it relates to the notion of responsibility for a sustainable future as it explicitly points to the responsibilities of different actors. It states that to achieve the implementation of the articulated goals, there must be the facilitation of an intensive global engagement, bringing together Governments, civil society and the private sector (UNGA 2015, p.28). This then is a great point of transition into discussing the roles of Business, Governments, and society in general in assuming responsibility for a more sustainable future. However, before the roles of these actors are critically evaluated, we must take note of how the UN attempts to define a sustainable future. 

According to this agenda, a sustainable future is one where poverty and hunger are ended; inequalities within and among countries are combatted; societies are peaceful, just and inclusive; the protection of human rights and the promotion of gender equality and empowerment of women and girls; and ensuring the lasting protection of the planet and its natural resources. The seventeen goals are deemed integrated and indivisible; and balance the three dimensions of sustainable development: the economic, social and environmental (UNGA 2015). One can appreciate the scale and ambitious nature of these goals and realise that to achieve them requires an all-hands-on aboard approach of different actors working together. 

Businesses have a major role to play in achieving a sustainable future. Business is almost universally recognized as the primary engine of economic growth and development needed to alleviate poverty and business ingenuity and innovation is also needed in meeting sustainable development challenges in the future (J. Aloisi de Larderel). According to the International Organisation of Employees (IOE), the achievement of all the goals (SDGs) will not be possible without the participation of the private sector and they believe that business should actively engage with Governments to inform policy making and contribute to national sustainable development strategies. When one examines specific goals such as the alleviation of poverty, decent work and economic growth, industry innovation and infrastructure and responsible consumption and production for example, the role of business for a sustainable future cannot be overstated nor undervalued. As alluded to previously, sustainability is very much concerned with economics and according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), businesses provide 60% of economic output and 90% of jobs in developing countries and are significant contributors to attaining sustainable development. Based on a report by the United Nations Department of Social and Economic Affairs (UNDSEA), it is possible to establish direct and indirect linkages between Medium Small and Micro Enterprises and the seventeen goals due to the fact that businesses are arguable the biggest drivers of economic activity, creating employment and incomes, as service providers (for example in education, health, water and sanitation) and as energy users/polluters with environmental footprints. 

According to the UNDSEA’s report, among OECD countries businesses are the predominant form of enterprise and are major contributors to economic growth, generating between 50 and 60 percent of value added, on average. In emerging economies, MSMEs contribute up to 33 percent of GDP. They assert that businesses create jobs and have the potential for promoting decent work and entrepreneurship. They highlight SDG target 8.3 which is to promote development-oriented policies that support productive activities, decent job creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage the formalization and growth of MSMEs, including through access to financial services. To prove this, they site the example of Idepro in Bolivia which is a cooperative that specifically lends and provides financing across the most depressed sectors and the widest segment of the economic pyramid because they are the least considered by traditional banks. The role of businesses is further amplified when considered in relation to goal 12, which is to ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. J. Aloisi de Larderel assert that Companies emit greenhouse gases, consume energy and natural resources, require water and transport, use toxic materials, and produce waste and may have industrial actions which affect the environment. They highlight examples such as “If present consumption patterns continue, two out of three persons on Earth will live in water-stressed conditions by the year 2025” or the fact that Exposure to hazardous chemicals has been implicated in numerous adverse effects on humans. It is on this basis that many would argue that business has a responsibility in achieving a sustainable future based on the doctrine of CSR. However, this position can and has been challenged. One such prominent opponent to this doctrine is Milton Friedman who categorises the social responsibility of business as a "fundamentally subversive doctrine" in a free society, and have said that in such a society, "there is one and only one social responsibility of business; to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud (Friedman 1970). He argues that the discussion surrounding the social responsibilities of business is analytically loose and lacks rigor. In a free enterprise system, he posits that the conduct of business “generally will be to make as much money as possible while conforming to their basic rules of the society, both those embodied in law and those embodied in ethical custom.” To expect them to act otherwise and contribute to social causes is tantamount to coercion and conformity. This argument is arguably valid as in any free and democratic society, people and business can act and use their resources as they wish. 

This may then explain the rise in social entrepreneurships and enterprises which when using a business definition, involves taking a business-like, innovative approach to the mission of delivering community services (Pomerantz (2003: 26). These are business whose exclusive mission is to increase ‘‘social value,’’ i.e. to contribute to the welfare or well being in a given human community (Peredo and MacLean 2006). Social enterprises occur along a spectrum from purely not for profit, to profit maximisation, with allotments for social causes. One example of this is TUS-T Water, a bottled water company where Proceeds from every bottle of Tus-T Water purchased are donated to the Start Bright initiative to help provide free nutritious school breakfasts (tust-t.com).

The role of Government in the achieving of a sustainable future is one that is rather clear cut as government is a key actor in society to regulate, facilitate and act as catalyst for initiatives surrounding sustainable development (Van der Waldt, 2016). When one considers the 2030 agenda, which in large part is the benchmark of achieving a sustainable future, the success or failure of this rests predominantly upon governments. Government is the actor that has committed itself and by consequence, nations (inclusive of business and society) to the full implementation of the 2030 agenda by its stipulated date. Thus, the failure of government to then take the lead on this effort would be tantamount to self-harm. According to the resolution, not only must “Each Government decide how these aspirational and global targets should be incorporated into national planning processes, policies and strategies but also that Governments have the primary responsibility for follow-up and review, at the national, regional and global levels, in relation to the progress made in implementing the Goals and targets over the coming 15 years (UNGA 2015). According to the 2021 Sustainability Development Report, the country of Finland ranked first as the country closest to achieving the UN SDGs. Finland’s success can be attributed to it’s governments success at incorporating sustainable development into all phases of policy cycle, along with the integration of sustainability assessment into policy planning, budgeting and reporting of Government (Finland Voluntary National Review 2020). Additionally, Finland is praised for having a diverse and participatory approach to sustainable development (Policy Brief 2019), which further stresses the importance of responsibility for a more sustainable future. 

Be that as it may, government responsibility can also be evaluated based on whether a country More Developed Country (MDC) or a Less Developed Country (LDC).  For example, 12 donor governments have pledged $413 million in new funding for the Least Developed Countries Fund during the COP26 climate summit (thegef.org). This seems to suggest that the MDC governments have an additional responsibility in assisting LDC governments towards climate resilience.

According to (Kashwani 2019) scholars believe that the main key player in boosting the sustainability in the stakeholders is society. This seemed to have contributed greatly to the formulation of the 2030 agenda. The Goals and targets are the result of over two years of intensive public consultation and engagement with civil society and other stakeholders around the world, which paid particular attention to the voices of the poorest and most vulnerable (UNGA 2015). As the notion of a sustainable future is considered, it quickly shows that in essence, the society is the one which has the most to gain or the most to lose. According to sustainability activist Steve Viederman, “a sustainable society is one that ensures the health and vitality of human life and culture and of nature’s capital, for present and future generation.  Such a society acts to stop the activities that serve to destroy human life and culture and nature’s capital and to encourage those activities that serve to conserve what exists, restore what has been damaged and prevent future harm.” What is poignant in this definition is the word “act.” Thus, it can be credibly concluded that society has a substantive role in the achieving of a sustainable future. Such actions can be through spurring government
action through persistent advocacy and or advising governments on concrete implementation measures (Dattler, 2016). Going back to the example of Finland, it is said that Finland’s success can also be attributed to the fact that sustainable development has become a widely accepted aim in society (Policy brief 2019). This suggests that for a more sustainable future, sustainability education and sustainable consumption must be very high on the developmental agenda. This of course will be impacted by things such as culture, geography and political systems.

In conclusion, achieving sustainable development requires a multi-pronged approach (ethical leadership, ethical science and innovation, ethical education, ethical production and consumerism, ethical business/social business etc) if the needs of the present generation are to be met without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Kirui and Sang, 2019). This will take business, government and society not evading their responsibility today but playing their role for a more sustainable future. 
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