




Introduction 


“You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.”

 Abraham Lincoln
 

Recent studies have shown that the climate we are living in has, and is continually changing. Historically planet Earth has gone through many phases of warming, but since scientific assessments began in the 1970’s the cause for the dramatic rise in temperature is pointing to human involvement. 
There is a need for greenhouse gases because they form a natural blanket that keeps planet Earth about 30 degrees warmer than it would naturally be. However, by the addition of too many gases in the atmosphere this ‘blanket’ traps too much heat and the results are a planet that is getting warmer than it should, this in turn causes extreme weather events such as heatwaves, floods, sea levels rising and the ice caps melting (NASA, 2024).
Scientific research has shown that humans are responsible for producing greenhouse gases from actions such as burning fossil fuels and deforestation. This process of burning coal and oil combines oxygen with carbon to make carbon dioxide which adds to the greenhouse effect and the natural resources of keeping it lower, are unable to act.
Trees naturally use carbon dioxide, so by the act of deforestation there are less forests able to help take away the carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.
Agriculture add other gases to the atmosphere by the production of methane from animals and nitrous oxide from fertilisers. These gases again add to the greenhouse effect raising the temperatures on planet Earth (NASA, 2024).
This global warming has to stop for the survival of our planet and so as it is mainly human responsibility for the cause of the problem it is essential to act to try and slow down this effect and hopefully stabilise the rise in temperature.
The importance of safeguarding a sustainable future can be echoed in the statement in the Brundtland ‘Our Common Future’ report of 1987 which defines sustainability as 

“Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Emas, 2015).

This statement emphasises the need to take responsibility now, for our actions and the way in which we live, to try and protect the future for forthcoming generations.
This essay will critically evaluate the idea of responsibility including its ethical ideas and the roles of business, society and Government in supporting a sustainable future.
It will use ethical theories, such as deontology and utilitarianism to show that the responsibility for sustainable working practices is shared but may only be actioned through voluntary initiatives due to the nature of demand to comply.


To understand this idea of responsibility, and its ethical impact research suggests that you must first explore how each area is taking responsibility for safeguarding our future (Torelli, 2021).
Torelli, 2021, further suggests that the responsibility in sustainable practices can be categorised into three main areas, namely environmental, social and economic. These have a knock-on effect on the political, institutional and cultural positions of society. Businesses are claiming to consider the effects their business have on sustainability efforts, but research shows that differentiating and understanding the external influences and challenges they could face is a priority when exploring their roles in supporting the future.

Responsibility in this context can be described as the obligations of, not only individuals but also the responsibilities of business and governments to act in a way that ensures economic viability, social equality and protects the environment.

There are different types of responsibility and each may interact when this problem of ensuring a sustainable future is addressed. If we examine the deontological perspective of responsibility we would be looking at following the rules without thinking of any outcome. This aligns with the statement by Abraham Lincoln, who believes that you must follow the rules whatever the consequences are. Research agrees and states that this method provides a strong foundation for the imposition of environmental laws (Duffy, Gallagher and Holmes, 2018)
This method can be shown as following the strict rules on emissions without question as to alternative methods.
If we look at another perspective, the utilitarian perspective we would look at responsibility in the sense of working for everyone to gain the best result, that is working towards a way in which the outcome is better.
A good example of this is constructing a wind farm which causes some disruption in its construction but the consequence of erecting them produces clean energy (Duffy, Gallagher and Holmes, 2018).

Casual responsibility is concerned with who contributes to this problem. It explores whether its Government is supporting the use of fossil fuels or businesses emitting greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.
Moral responsibility explores who should be acting to prevent this happening and promoting a better solution.
Legal responsibility involves the actioning of a law or regulation and may be the easiest to implement due to the back-up of enforcement by the legal system (Ganti, 2024).
We can further examine responsibility by exploring personal and collective responsibility. The first depicting an individual’s responsibility for their own actions in adding to or helping to prevent the current problem that is climate change.
In this instance we are examining a collective responsibility, with not only individuals but businesses, governments and society as a whole being a part of the scenario
The importance of responsibility in sustainability is that it will ensure that future generations will be able to survive and use the protocols to continue with ensuring a sustainable planet.
The interconnective efforts of business, governments and society will ensure a positive impact on global change.
The global challenge insists on a collective approach to responsibility and means that everyone takes responsibility for their actions and works together for a more sustainable future (Akkermans, 2023).
The alternative is unthinkable, recent developments have shown that the situation at the moment is dire and without intervention would only get worse. 

Some examples of the problems happening now due to global warming is increased flooding. The United Kingdom has seen the wettest winter since 1767 between 2023 and 2024 there was extreme flooding in York and Somerset. In 2025 and many Welsh valleys experienced extreme flooding caused by Storm Claudia where a major incident was declared and there was significant damage to infrastructures (Aikman, Fatima and Thomas, 2025).
Many coastal areas have seen erosion and been impacted by the rise of sea levels. Statistics show that the sea levels have risen by 19.5 cm since 1901. The impact of this in villages such as Fairbourne in Wales is catastrophic with the village at risk of being lost to the sea. Similarly, the village of Happisburgh in Norfolk has suffered coastal erosion with around 2 meters of land being lost annually in some areas (Gov.Wales, 2025).
Hotter temperatures have caused severe droughts and wildfires globally. In 2023 the Amazon forest experienced its worse droughts since records began. Turkey and Greece experienced many wildfires with loss of life and homes. Extreme wildfires caused the worst destruction ever seen in South America in 2024 with these fires accounting for a quarter of all the total fire-related tree loss globally (MacCarthy et al., 2024).

The role of business in sustainability is concerned with Corporate responsibility, along with the need to address social issues that are linked to this problem. This has prompted the development of corporate social responsibility (CSR), this can be defined as the obligations of businesses, individuals and governments to act in an ethical way to protect the environment, promote social equity and to ensure economic viability for future generations by working in an ethical, transparent way which benefits all stakeholders, including managers, the workforce and customers, suppliers and investors (Dewaelheyns et al., 2025).
This can be categorised into three main sections often referred to as “The Triple Bottom Line’ (Planet, Profit and People).

Environmental Responsibility (planet), would involve an ethical duty to protect delicate ecosystems and preserve our natural resources. It would include the promotion of biodiversity, reducing pollution and the conservation of energy. Businesses are encouraged to minimise their carbon footprint by working in a sustainable way and initiatives that support Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).

Social responsibility (People) would include the problems faced by society such as poverty, education and health. It would encourage access of all resources to everyone ensuring the equal opportunities for the wellbeing of every individual.

Economic responsibility (Profit), encourages the fair distribution of wealth. It involves balancing profit making and social and environmental practices, this includes sustainable resource management.
Research suggests that CSR should also encourage philanthropy where it contributes to local good causes. Supply chain responsibilities should include sustainable practices and sustainable product sourcing. Labour practices should be fair with good working conditions and fair pay, this should all be implemented in a transparent ethical way.

Business ethics is connected with CSR in today’s modern business as it defines a business that guides the decision-making process and ensures it operates in a moral, transparent way. This guarantees the business principles and values are adhered to (editor, 2023). Business ethics insist on working with integrity to ensure this transparency in all business procedures. It promotes the fair and respectful treatment of the workforce in terms of working hours, fair pay and good working conditions. Ethical practices also encourage compliance with rules of the workplace as well as any legal enforcements by authorities. Confidentiality in the business is essential to protect stakeholders and customers.
Research suggests that over 90% of the large global businesses promote the use of CSR. This figure can be improved as it suggests that this can vary by company location and the size of the business. (Overvest, 2023)

Patagonia is an excellent example of a business that demonstrates the positive use of CSR and promotes excellent business ethics. This is a business that makes CSR the core purpose of their business, it integrates reducing carbon footprint into its business strategy by using recycled materials and only using sustainable energy in its operations. They donate approximately 1% of their annual sales to philanthropic causes such as grassroots environmental organisations. Patagonia operate in a deontological way in which they follow the rules regardless of their profits (Patagonia, 2025).

Dans, 2015, suggests that CSR can be used as a greenwashing exercise if a business does not follow the ethical standards of CSR. In 2015, Volkswagon was charged with a deceptive action which was called the ‘dieselgate scandal’. Volkswagon installed a device into their diesel cars to reduce the pollutants they emitted, they claimed these cars were low- emission and clean when in reality they were depositing nitrogen oxide over the legal limit into the atmosphere.
This is a clear example of a business not following the rules of CSR and putting profits before ethical sustainable practices.
The consequences to this business was severe fines of over 40 billion dollars, the loss of their reputation and the resignation of the company leaders.

The role of Governments in promoting a sustainable future is an important one, it involves not only running the Government sustainably but also ensuring the best practice for the wellbeing of the public too.
If governments work in a way that only protects their citizens, a deontological approach, then they could find the costs very high.
If they take the utilitarian approach, balancing different issues, which sometimes could mean imposing rules that are not popular for the best outcome; they could appear inconsistent in their support for their citizens
This balancing act shows how complex the role of government is in trying to be sustainable and keeping citizens on board.

They can overcome this by imposing regulatory frameworks which enforces the need to use sustainable practices in a way which is voluntary rather than a strict law. These can be in different formats, environmental protection which prioritises waste management which in turn advocates the prevention, reuse and recycling of waste.
Governments can issue legislation on the use of energy which would impose rules on maximum emissions from vehicles. These laws can be made a national policy.
The reporting of carbon emissions by businesses has heightened the awareness and transparency of businesses, although this is not compulsory at the moment research suggests that this could be the case in future.
New planning laws can ensure that any ‘new build’ is constructed in a sustainable way and uses sustainable energy.
The Government have successfully promoted the ban on single use plastics, which has resulted in a successful reduction in plastic waste 
(Suriya, 2024).
The ban on use of single use plastic bags was first implemented by Bangladesh in 2002, when they found discarded bags were clogging drainage systems and adding to the disastrous flooding. By 2018 the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) reported that over 127 countries had imposed legislation to ban plastic ban use.
The United States (US) have recorded a cut of approximately 6 billion bags a year in five of their major states (Low, 2024).
Another effective law introduced by the US government is the Clean air act, this regulates the emissions from stationary and mobile sources. This has led to a reduction of 73% in six pollutants such as lead, carbon monoxide and sulphur dioxide (Low, 2024).
The Government can also make investments in research to try and identify new technologies to help in the fight for sustainability. The continuation of educating people on the problems we are all facing and the positive impact our efforts can make no matter how small needs to be emphasised. The negative effect on not complying should also be taught, so that society can realise the importance of following this sustainable protocol (Sufyan Droubi et al., 2023).

There are many accusations where society has blamed the government for not following up on law breakers.
2010 saw the ‘Deepwater horizon oil spill’, this was an explosion underwater in the Gulf of Mexico which caused an enormous oil spill. Research suggests that the oil leaked for 87 days and a total of approximately 210 million gallons of crude oil was spilt into the Gulf. Investigations found that British Petroleum (BP) and their partners, Transocean, were at fault due to cost cutting exercises which compromised the safety of the plant. It was also found that the US government being the regulator and enforcement body were significant contributors to the disaster.
This was a negative result in sustainability practices for the government as it devastated the fishing and tourism businesses and caused untold damage to marine and wildlife (Crone and Tolstoy, 2010).

The Government as a whole has to implement theses restrictions and regulatory frameworks and even consider making them legislations to ensure participation however the United Nations (UN) suggests that there is a global failure to enforce environmental laws. They suggest that there should be a system where these laws are policed and that people who do not comply are held accountable for their failure. This is highlighted in a quote by Arnold Kreilhuber, deputy director of U.N. Environment’s law division
“If we want to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals the whole world has signed up to, we desperately need to increase the rule of law in the field of the environment.” (Cornish, 2019).

International agreement must be part of the global challenges faced by the world. The Paris agreement was signed on December 12 2015 where 190 countries registered their climate commitments. These countries collectively represented 90% of the world’s global gas emissions. Targets were set for international frameworks to challenge climate change and strategies were discussed to improve accountability of these actions.
This agreement was an important step in the right direction but it was the individual governments responsibility to engage their citizens to also become part of the answer.

Society has a role to play in the sustainability of Planet Earth, as it’s the citizens who influence both businesses and governments.
The importance of community engagement has to come from feelings of being able to make a difference. Grassroot initiatives are influenced by like minded people who feel passionate about a cause, especially if it affects the community and the people residing there. It usually starts with one or two people who want to help a cause or a problem and then they share their thoughts in meetings and ventures that they start and it escalates (Marsh, 2023).
The ‘Swayam Shikshan Pravog ‘in India is a grassroots group that teaches rural women how to adopt water- efficient organic farming, this helps them prepare for forthcoming droughts and teaches them to be self-sufficient and regenerative gardening.
In the UK, the ‘Haringey, Community Food Network’ are a group who creates local food eco systems. They advocate community gardens and promote access to sustainable food.
These are groups of people from totally different lifestyles and countries with the same goal for a sustainable future.
The impact of groups can also be felt when they demand action from policymakers. Activists are able to get the voices of the people heard by using social media platforms to reach wider audiences, they are able to hold governments and businesses accountable for their actions. An example of this is when campaigns like ‘Black Lives Matter’ not only highlight social injustice but prompt businesses and government to look at their own ethical practices.

Education is an important factor in the role of society in climate change, it allows educators to explain the situation to students and can explore the consequences of not following a sustainable lifestyle.  Historically famous people who cared about the world have proclaimed the importance of education. In the words of Nelson Mandela 
"Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world". (Ellis, 2019)
Society in general is changing to take responsibility for themselves and how they can be part of the global change. This has brought ethical consumerism, where they demand products and services which are produced ethically and prioritise the use of fair-trade products. This encourages businesses to source these products and adopt this method of production and sourcing.
This emphasises the need for Society, Government and Businesses to work together towards the same goals. It demonstrates the needs from grassroots to the highest position in government have all got to use any means they can to meet these goals.
The use of technology in the fight against climate change is exciting and innovative. A classic example is the use of electric cars, a traditional petrol car emits approximately 165 grams of carbon dioxide (CO2) per kilometre (KM). A diesel car emits approximately 170 grams of co2 per km, in comparison to an electric car which emits only 50 grams of co2 per km. The saving is an average of 1.5 million grams of co2 per year (Jolly, 2023).

Another use of technology are wind farms to generate energy and it’s a free energy source. In 2024 it was reported that 142 million tonnes of co2 emissions was saved in Europe by switching to wind energy, this is equivalent to Spain’s annual co2 emissions (Wind Europe, 2024).
There is no doubt that there are positives and negatives to the use of technology in future sustainability efforts but any saving that can help the fight is worth using. Research suggests that we have got to do more to combat the decline of our world and technology has many uses for us to that, whether it be the use of thermal imaging cameras in Kenya’s National Reserve to catch poachers and stop them killing animals for meat and ivory; or the use of Blockchain technology to stamp out illegal fishing for tuna in Australia (Lambertini, 2018).
Conclusion
 “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.” (Abraham Lincoln).
In conclusion the above statement echoes a wake-up call for individuals, businesses and governments to work in unison to reach the same goal.
Businesses must embrace CSR ensuring that profit does not come before ethical environmental practices.
Governments must take accountability as a priority and introduce legislations to ensure their citizens follow the protocols required to work and live sustainably.
Citizens must embrace education and teach children how to make better choices towards a sustainable future.
The statement promotes both a deontological and utilitarian approach to responsibility because it fundamentally combines duty-based obligations with consequence reasoning about future outcomes.
The deontological perspective is that we have a moral obligation for future generations.
The utilitarian perspective is that the statement realises that anything we do today will have consequences for the future. 
The statement is promoting both approaches to responsibility, because it is our moral duty and the future will hold us responsible. The outcome is that whatever approach we use, we must be united in the one cause of making our planet more sustainable.
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