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 “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.” 
Whether Abraham Lincoln intended it as such or not when he first stated these powerful words more than 200 years ago, in all their ambiguity, these same words may be considered applicable to endless subjects of our current day and age. However, in order for this statement to be considered relevant and valid within the context of achieving a more sustainable future, I would argue here that this phrase firstly needs to be modernized and modified to include several additional and specific factors. These would include:
· Necessary actors who play a leading role in terms of responsibility within this topic, namely Governments, Businesses and Society in general.
· What is the expected measurement of “a more sustainable future”? I recommend here within this context, to use the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and their successful achievement, as set up by the United Nations in 2015, as the primary point of reference and as a success indicator.
· By inclusion of the SDGs, it then follows on by default that “tomorrow” becomes 2030, which is the agreed-upon deadline in achieving these goals.
By the inclusion of these three elements, I propose that Lincoln’s original statement now evolves to the following:
Governments, businesses and society of today cannot escape their individual responsibility towards achieving the Sustainable Development goals by 2030 by simply evading their responsibility today.

In looking at this adjusted statement, I would now argue that this statement, as it currently stands, can still be considered as superficial in the context of achieving a more sustainable future and that it is not enough to merely acknowledge that procrastination will not eliminate the threat of an unsustainable future. Indeed, it acknowledges the actors involved, as well as defining which measurement would determine whether the aim had been achieved or not, and within which specific timeframe, however, it underestimates several crucial and relevant points which would ultimately lead to the success or failure of achieving the SDGs. The achievement of these goals is dependent, amongst other factors, on the realisation of the existence of overlaps and interlinkages between the following key elements which will be further explained within this essay: 
1. Sustainable Development Goals and balancing of the three pillars,
2. Sectors (e.g., finance, agriculture, education, energy, and transport) and Responsible actors (eg: Governments, businesses and civil society),
3. Developing and Developed countries

If this understanding is embedded within the global implementations of actions to be taken over the next years, it will serve as a solid foundation and aid in the successful achievement of a more sustainable future for all.


Sustainable Development Goals and balancing the three pillars
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are 17 Goals, consisting of 169 specific targets or success factors in total, which aim to be achieved globally by 2030. They have been defined and agreed upon with the intention of forming a blueprint to achieve a more sustainable future for all. Upon their introduction, the Secretary-General emphasized the message of universality, stating “universality implies that all countries will need to change, each with its own approach, but each with a sense of the global common good” (Ki-moon 2015). And indeed, the joint efforts from all involved countries, whether developed or developing, are vital in reaching these goals, however, it is also firmly acknowledged that there are varying levels of efforts, responsibilities and accountabilities across these 17 goals for each country.
The purpose of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has been aptly stated as follows:
The goals are universal, indivisible, and interlinked, which means they are for all of us. They are technically achievable. To achieve them, however, will require significant new efforts locally, nationally, and globally. In other words, we are not on a business-as-usual (BAU) path to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals, but they are not fairy tales, either. They are time-bound, quantified objectives that are within reach.(Sachs 2015pp.57) 

It is precisely this expectation of interlinking of the Sustainability goals which is a vital component in the realisation of their success. The SDGs represent a first-time implementation and new approach of global governance, whereby they are non-legally binding, which means that the UN countries are under no legal obligation to formally create laws directed at achieving these goals, and it may be this “country-driven, stakeholder-oriented” aspect of governance which some may argue that could potentially be the key success factor in this unique approach. It is important to note that when these SDGs were agreed upon, they were formed with the involvement of 70 governments, however, they also included input from numerous civil society representatives, which further enhanced this inclusive approach (Biermann, Kanie et al. 2017).  In reading through them, it is the qualitative wording of many of these goals which can be noticed, which could be due to the before mentioned intention of maintaining an approach of being country-driven, however, it may also be considered as vague, and it could be that if quantitative benchmarks are not firmly established, it may leave too much room for interpretation and result in extreme variations of understanding.

The success of the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030 relies on numerous factors, one of the most critical being that of realistic and honest measurement of achievement, and therefore it would be necessary to examine the predecessor of SDGs, in order to adequately highlight the importance of this as well as to gain a further understanding of the evolution of these goals. Since the 1960s, many development goals with various aims and outcomes had been set by the United Nations. Yet a turning point came about with the development, adoption, and implementation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Back in 2000, 147 heads of state gathered and agreed to these 8 MDGs, with a primary focus of a combined global effort in tackling extreme poverty, including measurable targets agreed upon to be achieved by the year 2015 (Sachs, McArthur 2005). These goals were not only a global commitment towards improvement of human lives, yet more importantly, they created a framework of accountability (Fukuda-Parr 2004). In determining whether accurate measurements were used in monitoring the success of each of these goals, I will highlight Goal 1 as an example. This is specified as “Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger”, and states its measurable target as “Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people living on less than $1.25 a day” (United Nations Development Programme 2017), which was classified as being achieved, and even exceeded, ahead of schedule by 2010. However, as much as this was celebrated, it was also met with heavy cynicism, with critics voicing that much of this lauded decrease in poverty would have happened organically, with or without these goals in place, and related the rapid decrease in poverty mostly due to the economic growth and development of India and China (Financial Times 2015). Saunders (2019) referred to the point that it may have been considered as a “quick fix”, and it has been argued elsewhere that due to the enormous economic growth and rapid urbanization in China, that developing countries as a whole were responsible for this decrease in poverty rate (Sachs 2012).

 It has also been noted that by the World Bank defining the poverty line at a total of US1.25 per person per day, this creates a far less realistic image of the actual poverty line and results in an undercounting of those who actually fall beneath this line (Pogge, Sengupta 2015). This may be further highlighted by the vast difference in the recognized average poverty line (based on private consumption per person per day) between the 15 poorest countries, which is set at $1.25 per person per day, while the average in the 15 richest countries is stated as $25 a day (Ravallion 2010), and it should be shown for further emphasis that if the World Bank used a more reasonable amount of US$3 p.p.p.d to define poverty in 2005, the result would actually have been an increase of poor people until 2010 (Pogge, Sengupta 2015). I state here at this point that from my perspective that these questions regarding the validation of success and impact of these MDGs do not undermine the most important outcome during this time, which is that real progress was made during this time in addressing world poverty, whether it be due solely to the existence of these goals or a by-product of other factors. I use these arguments rather to emphasize the importance of having regular, true and realistic forms of measurement in place as we move forward with our current Sustainable Development Goals in order to facilitate the necessary adaptations required during the timeline of these goals in order to maximise successful outcomes.

Another important condition for the successful implementation is the flexibility of governance which is needed in order to adapt to socio-ecological changes that are bound to occur within the 15-year timeline in achieving these goals. Again, if we look at the example of the economic development of India and China, which had such a positive effect on decreasing world-poverty, at the same time this rapid growth had a large negative effect on localized environmental pollution and carbon emissions, resulting in a “trade-off effect” (Biermann, Kanie et al. 2017). These trade-offs often occur intentionally, or even unintentionally, between economic, social and environmental goals, due to the inclination of politics making tradeoffs to benefit the economy, yet at the expense of social and ecological issues (Lorek, Spangenberg 2014). Thus, if attention is not given by countries to this goal overlap, and they place an emphasis on achieving and ticking off one goal at a time, there is a high possibility that outcomes will undermine each other and overall outcomes by 2030 will be unbalanced and incomplete. An example of this would be Asian countries which use coal as a solution to tackling improved energy access (Goal 7), yet in doing so they further exasperate climate change, air pollution and acidifying the oceans – indirectly undermining goals 3, 13 and 14 (Nilsson, Griggs et al. 2016).

Interestingly enough, Gupta and Vegelin (2016) point out that of the 17 goals, 13 of them have a focus on social inclusiveness, 11 of them focus on ecological inclusiveness while 3 of them take on a very strong relational approach (example being gender equality). This alone points in the direction of the remarkable shift away from pure economic emphasis when it came to sustainability efforts and emphasizes the high need for focus toward the social and environmental pillars and promoting this need for balance.
Each of the SDGs will bring with them varying degrees of challenge and adversity for different countries, and which ultimately would depend on their present state of development, as well as current resources and capabilities versus the target for each goal. Based on this, when it comes to the point of taking action, various degrees of effort and action will be needed. “The balance between the social, economic and political effort needed to deliver the different objectives is also likely to be different in different countries” (Osborn, Cutter et al. 2015). 

Developing and Developed countries

Osborne, Cutter and Ullah (2015) also argue the fact that developed countries have a responsibility in curbing extreme levels of consumption within their own economies and to ensure they adopt a more sustainable pattern. This is necessary in order to decrease the related pressures on the earths limited resources, as well as to decrease the negative by-products, such as waste production, pollution, greenhouse gas emissions and the outsourcing of unsustainable activities such as traditional production methods in developing countries. This can be better understood when you consider that the United States of America and the European Union are listed as the highest contributors to carbon emissions worldwide and that with a combined population of just 12.8%, they are responsible for 52% of all emissions (Higgins 2019a). With efforts made in this area of consumption, this would then have positive indirect impact on Goals 1, 3,6,9,10, 11, 12, 13 and 15, even if these particular goals were not considered an initial priority for Developed countries themselves, as this impact may not directly be seen in their own countries, but rather on those countries involved in any level of production of items being consumed. Similarly, this same increased responsibility of developed countries may be seen again if we focus on Goal 2, which is listed as “Zero Hunger”. A developed country may not necessarily suffer from hunger within their own borders, yet a degree of accountability, as well as potential to influence positive change, may be realised when it is considered that 5% of worldwide food loss and waste occurs in the Developed World (Lipinski, Hanson et al. 2013), while developing countries face the consequences of not having enough food for their own people.

The purpose of these goals is to have global involvement and unique action plans and implementations from each country. It does not, however, follow on that because Developing countries are potentially affected on a higher level than developed countries, that they, therefore, have greater responsibility in rectifying these issues within their own countries. There is a large responsibility on the developed world, not only to resolve issues within their own countries, however also to counteract their role in a negative impact on the developing world. Lastly within this chapter, it should be noted that “..different countries excel in different areas and similarly struggle in other differing areas within these 17 goals. Solutions already exist collectively, so success appears to rely on the willingness of countries to learn and share from each other, instead of striving to individually conquer their own shortcomings” (Higgins 2019b).

Sectors and Responsible actors

Governments, Businesses and Societies in general play a pivotal role in sustainability progress, and each party have multiple and varying degrees of responsibilities, yet all are interlinked and dependant on factors influenced by other parties. Success will be determined by the combined efforts of the three involved parties, and their adaptability to change. Peck and Gibson argue that Governments play the leading role in driving a shift towards sustainability, and emphasize the fact that governments should anticipate the rising demand for sustainable products, services and systems and should thus react accordingly, and that this is not only an obligation, however an opportunity (2000). This then leads to the point that countries who do not respond sufficiently will face an increasingly competitive disadvantage against governments who establish advanced positions for their industries and their citizens. 

Hart, on the other hand, argued that businesses should play the largest role in redirecting human consumption by stating   “ Like it or not, the responsibility for ensuring a sustainable world falls largely on the shoulders of the world's enterprises, the economic engines of the future. Clearly, public policy innovations (at both the national and international levels) and changes in individual consumption patterns will he needed to move toward sustainability. But corporations can and should lead the way, helping to shape public policy and driving change in consumers' behavior. In the final analysis, it makes good business sense to pursue strategies for a sustainable world.” (1997, pp.76)  Yet society and individuals should not escape responsibility, in particular when it comes to their role in consumption, and the tendency towards consumption patterns based on convenience, habit and lifestyle choice rather than ethical and purposeful decision making (Soron 2010). It is also important to re-emphasize here the critical role society plays in influencing change in governments and business policies and ethics.

These roles and responsibilities are not static, and as with any period of change, there are transitions involved. “Transitions are understood as ‘involving a broad range of actors’ and as involving ‘shifts in power’. Given this inherent ‘multi-actor’ nature of transitions, it is fundamentally important to understand the specifics of multi-actor power relations in transitions'”(Avelino, Wittmayer 2016) Each actor involved plays a crucial role and has varying degrees of responsibility in the transition to a sustainable future, yet responsibilities cannot be defined in concrete terms. These responsibilities are dynamic and as change occurs it brings about continuous shifts of roles, responsibilities and varying degrees of power, independent at times, yet reliant at other times. Businesses and Governments have a large responsibility towards reporting and measuring accurately, in order to determine if progress has truly been made, and which course to follow in the future to maximise positive impact. These reporting’s should be shared and publicly available. Companies certified under the B-Corp status are required to do this in order to acquire this certification. For example, companies such as Patagonia are expected to “publicly report on B-Lab’s comprehensive social and environmental standards as well as re-examine their fiduciary responsibility to take into account the interests of workers, the community and the environment as well as its shareholders. They are also required to publish an annual Benefit Corporation report” (Gladstone 2019). In order to further promote this, Goals 16 and 17 from the SDGs actually have various targets which call on governments to improve their performance with measurable reporting (Biermann, Kanie et al. 2017).

Society, in general, has a responsibility towards governments and businesses alike, by placing continuous pressure on these parties as well as to steer firm reporting policies into this direction. An example of this was brought up in discussion forums, whereby Zara was exposed for partnering with unscrupulous suppliers, whose unpaid employees hid pleading notes into the garments they were producing. The outcome here was a public reaction of a #whomademyclothes campaign, targeting companies in general and holding them accountable for their supply chains (Darcy 2019). MaCher, another example of a B-Corp certified organization, actively invite and include the general public and partners to contribute towards overcoming acknowledged barriers and challenges which they face by sharing these in their reports and asking for input (Higgins 2019c). It can also be said that governments may play a larger role here by ensuring laws in place enforce this behaviour within organizations as a mandatory expectation from any business, or better yet, to put benefits in place which provide incentives for business or organizations that contribute a social benefit elsewhere in order to encourage voluntary involvement and contribution towards simultaneously achieving goals. An example of such an organization would be UK based non-profit AgDevCo, which is investing patient capital into newly started agribusinesses in certain countries within Africa. Their investments aid directly in reducing rural poverty, as well as indirectly by raising agricultural productivity and incomes by facilitating increased employment opportunities within rural communities (Stafford-Smith, Griggs et al. 2017). 

If we look into various sectors, it is further argued that Scientists, social scientists, and economists have a large responsibility when it comes to devising these metrics, establishing monitoring mechanisms, evaluating progress, enhancing infrastructure and standardizing and verifying data which is collected (Lu, Nakicenovic et al. 2015). This point again reiterates the need for partnerships and actions from all levels in order to maximise outcomes. Education, for example, plays a pivotal role in the adaptation and teaching of the new skill sets required in these next years. Stafford-Smith et al. hypothesize that the world is in need of a new generation with specialized skill sets relating to sustainable development and states that “At present, university teaching tends to drive towards specialisation, whereas all universities should integrate systems thinking and global sustainability into all undergraduate courses. More postgraduate courses in global sustainability are also needed” (2017), and they then go on to acknowledge that the world is reaching a point where complete global internet coverage is within reach in the next decade or so, which would then open numerous channels to education opportunities for all. This again is another interesting illustration whereby technology advancements offer the solution to other sectors barriers, in this case, education, and highlights the need for multiple sectors to combine efforts in offering solutions to each goal. Prince William has recently announced the launch of his initiative called the Earthshot Prize, which aims to “provide at least 50 solutions to the world's greatest problems by 2030” (CNN, Max Foster and Eliza Mackintosh 2019). Involvement across all countries, actors and sectors, as well as creative “call for actions” may just be the solution to maximizing achievement of these goals.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Indeed, humankind has progressed beyond the point where procrastination, whether it be due to denial of responsibility or the belief that balance will be restored naturally to this planet in time, will lead to a more sustainable future. That being said, the recognition of responsibilities and immediate reactions are alone not enough in this time of crisis. Informed and conscious decisions need to be taken and translated into actions by all who live on this same planet, whether they are individuals within a society, or collectively within a government or a business. Each actor has their crucial role to play, and these roles do not remain constant in their responsibilities, nor unrelated within their impact in this communal search for solutions to the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. It is this vital understanding of the interlinking and overlap between these goals and the three pillars of sustainability and their impacts on each other, as well as the recognition of the need for this same overlap to be mirrored in the search for solutions across countries, industries, sectors and responsible actors which will lead to a greater chance of success in achieving a more sustainable future, together.
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