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“We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose 

infinite hope.” Martin Luther King  

In our latest blog, we argued how systemic issues such 

as climate change and biodiversity loss must not be 

looked at in isolation but together as, in our highly 

interconnected world, many issues such as these are 

heavily interconnected. In this article, we aim to 

explore connections between environmental issues 

and systemic social concerns that are also prevalent in 

our society. In this context, we will also explore why it 

is important for all of us to prioritize reducing 

inequality in our societies and introducing more 

human rights-centered policies into our institutions. 

We live our lives amidst major global changes and 

inequalities. It is these circumstances that largely 

determine how healthy, wealthy and educated each of 

us will be in our own lives. Clearly, working hard and 

our life choices also matter but these matter much less 

than where and when we were born. Giving just one 

example, in terms of health inequality, a child born in 

some of the poorest countries is 60-times more likely 

to die than a child born in many developed countries. 

There are African countries where more than one out 

of every 10 children born today are expected to die 

before they are 5 years old. Conversely, in developed 

countries, only 1 in 250 children die before they are 5 

years old.1 

With globalization in recent decades, billions have 

been lifted out of poverty, especially in emerging 

 
1 https://ourworldindata.org/global-economic-inequality  
2 https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/worlds-billionaires-have-more-wealth-46-billion-people  

countries like China and India. Basic services like 

health care, education, and sanitation have also 

improved. However, while there has been great 

progress in moving billions out of poverty and in the 

creation of a burgeoning middle class in developing 

economies, it is also true that the gulf between the 

extremely wealthy and the rest has been increasing. 

An Oxfam report published in 2020 found that the 

world’s 2,153 billionaires had more wealth than the 

4.6 billion people who make up 60 % of the planet’s 

population2 and also estimated that women and girls 

put in 12.5 billion hours of unpaid care work on a daily 

basis, contributing at least $10.8 trillion a year to the 

global economy, more than 3 times the size of the 

global tech industry. Their unpaid work helps maintain 

and drive our economies, businesses and societies but 

the unpaid work is done by women and girls who often 

have little time or opportunity to get an education, 

earn a decent living or have a say in how our societies 

are run. Hence, many are amongst the most 

vulnerable in our societies.2 

We have a moral responsibility to even the odds and 

give everyone, everywhere, the chance of a good life. 

While climate change is an urgent and global issue that 

transcends any borders, it is also true that we must 

also urgently tackle inequalities and human rights 

abuses. Many inequalities are at risk of being 

exacerbated by climate change whereby many of the 
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most vulnerable people and those that have 

contributed least to the problem are most at risk. 

As an example, most of the poorest countries in the 

world lie in the tropics where temperature increases 

due to global warming may make areas uninhabitable, 

forcing millions of people to abandon their homes. 

Mass immigration on this scale would pose major 

geopolitical risks directly impacting stability and peace 

across the world.  

Conversely, in the global ‘North’, in the early years of 

global warming, some areas may benefit from global 

warming as agricultural productivity may increase.  

In a similar vein, in terms of biodiversity, the areas 

with highest biodiversity are in the tropics. In these 

regions, many millions of people rely directly on 

nature, working in areas such as agriculture, fishing 

and ecotourism and hence nature loss can directly 

impact their livelihoods. In the developed ‘north’, 

where proportionately many more people work in 

services, biodiversity risks may be more indirect, for 

example due to negative impacts on supply chains 

from sourcing key materials from the emerging market 

countries.  

Indeed, COVID has underscored how in our highly 

interconnected planetary system we are all vulnerable 

to supply chain disruption and nature-based risks. As 

discussed in a previous blog COVID, is a public health 

crisis that has also spurred an economic and 

confidence crisis. The pandemic has highlighted how 

people in different parts of the world have been 

affected very differently by the very same pandemic. 

Simply put, COVID-19 is not an equal opportunity 

virus: the most at risk are those in poor health, those 

unable to work remotely and those whose daily lives 

expose them to greater contact with others. In short, 

it disproportionately affects the poor in poor countries 

and communities in need within advanced economies 

like the United States where access to health care is 

not guaranteed. 

Even now that there is a vaccine that is starting to be 

rolled out, it is unlikely the vaccine will be widely 

available in all places in the immediate future, risking 

exacerbating inequalities such as between rich and 

poor countries. 

In tacking inequalities, we need a human rights-based 

agenda that sets out to illustrate how human rights 

can provide both a normative framework and a set of 

accountability mechanisms to accelerate success in 

finding proper solutions. Maybe to understand this 

concept, we first need to look at moments in history 

that had a direct impact on the development of some 

of those human rights. 

One example is the initial declaration of rights by the 

Founding Fathers of the United States. It was 

revolutionary in its vision at a time when most people 

lived in empires governed by absolutist monarchies. 

According to the declaration: “All men are created 

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 

certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." 

Yet most of the Founding fathers were also slave-

owners and black Americans had to wait a long time 

before it was widely accepted that they too had the 

same unalienable rights. Women had to wait until the 

20th century for equal suffrage…  

We hold these truths of how we are all created equal 

to be self-evident, however universal rights were not 

actually made universally available and many groups 

had to fight hard, and are still fighting, for rights and 

recognition… 

Many historical examples can be cited of how protest 

played a significant role in bringing change and social 

progress and by shining a light on injustice. Often 

those protesting were initially portrayed as looters or 

criminals by those in power so to discredit their cause 

and maintain the status quo. An example from 2020 

has been the mass protests that followed the death of 

George Floyd in the US where protests against police 

brutality, especially toward black people, quickly 

spread across the United States and internationally 

with an estimated 15 million to 26 million protesters 

in the United States alone3. Certainly, there were 

some leaders who had been raising their voice in 

support of this movement many years before there 

was a public outcry on the scale witnessed in 2020. 

Subsequent to a global outcry, many global firms have 

come out in public for support the ‘Black Lives Matter’ 

movement and published new or revised Black Lives 

action plans as well as giving renewed focus to 

https://argudenacademy.org/docs/content/Covid-19-Prioritizing-the-Important-Over-the-Habitual.pdf
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stronger diversity and inclusion. In 2020, KPMG 

published a revised Black Lives action plan to help 

accelerate change and announced 5 priority areas.3   

A famous example from the UK is what is known today 

as the Peterloo Massacre, which took place in 

Manchester in 1819. After over 60,000 peaceful pro-

democracy and anti-poverty protesters had 

assembled, the UK Government sent the army in to 

break up the protests. An estimated 18 people died 

and nearly 700 men, women and children received 

serious injuries. However, the incident shone a light on 

the plight of the factory workers. There was a national 

outcry. This ultimately led to change in helping 

ordinary people win the right to vote, to the rise of the 

Chartist Movement from which the Trade Unions 

arose, and in the establishment of the progressive 

Manchester Guardian newspaper, which is widely 

read today in the UK and internationally.  

Another recent example, climate protests, led by the 

likes of Greta Thunberg, have raised much awareness 

globally regarding the climate crisis. In sum, peaceful 

protests are of fundamental importance to democracy 

and the historical record is replete with examples as to 

how they helped drive and accelerate change by 

shining a light on injustices. 

One way of achieving human rights– as history shows 

– is peaceful protests. Another way is for everyone in 

society to do their part. During the peaceful protests 

in the US there were many lawyers’ associations that 

dedicated themselves to helping the protesters. 

Protesters needing legal support after having been in 

peaceful protests received free of charge consultation 

and support from lawyers.4  

The financial industry, indeed, all industries, also has a 

role to play in helping to tackle and reduce 

inequalities. For example, financial institutions and 

investors can divest from any assets they consider as 

 
3 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html  
4 https://www.fox5atlanta.com/news/more-than-200-lawyers-offering-to-represent-protesters-free-of-charge  
https://www.law.com/texaslawyer/2020/06/03/texas-lawyers-offer-free-help-to-people-arrested-during-protests-over-george-
floyds-death/  
5 https://uk.reuters.com/article/usa-immigration/bank-of-america-to-stop-financing-operators-of-private-prisons-detention-
centers-idUSL2N23X1JL  
6 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/ngos-business-inclusive-economic-growth/  
7 D. Acemoglu, J. Robinson: Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity and Poverty, New York 2012. And Narrow 
Corridor, Newyork 2019 

having high ESG risks or that are not consistent with 

their ethical policies or beliefs. High-profile recent 

examples include divestment from fossil fuels, 

munitions, tobacco and palm oil producers. In terms of 

human rights, another example could include not 

investing in private detention centers where 

individuals are kept based on unethical immigration 

policies or on peaceful protesting.5  As an example, 

MSCI ESG indices already have exclusions in all the 

above-mentioned investment categories. 

NGOs also have a key role to play, such as by building 

a liaison between private and government institutions 

and by initiating partnerships. For example, the NGO 

United Way Greater Toronto from Canada has the 

objective of finding ways to address issues at the heart 

of income disparity between neighbourhoods by 

developing sustainable and scalable tactics and 

frameworks that corporations, governments and 

community groups can use to tackle these issues 

together. Over the past year, United Way Greater 

Toronto and BMO have convened a group of local 

business leaders to form public-private partnership.6   

Inclusive growth is critical for eliminating inequalities 

in society. Inclusive growth is about creating broader 

opportunities for participation in economic and social 

life. The quality of inclusive growth could be affected 

by political freedoms, as stated above for right to 

protest, and social opportunities such as education 

and health. The role of institutions in supporting 

inclusive growth and the implementation of inclusive 

policies are important. Acemoglu and Robinson found 

in their research that the institutions relevant for 

economic development have an inclusive effect.7 To 

achieve inclusive growth, civil society needs to be 

strong enough to monitor and oversee the actions of 

the state. If these two forces are in a fairly balanced 

state also it also helps strengthen the rule of law and 

democracy in society. The rule of law and democracy 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://www.fox5atlanta.com/news/more-than-200-lawyers-offering-to-represent-protesters-free-of-charge
https://www.law.com/texaslawyer/2020/06/03/texas-lawyers-offer-free-help-to-people-arrested-during-protests-over-george-floyds-death/
https://www.law.com/texaslawyer/2020/06/03/texas-lawyers-offer-free-help-to-people-arrested-during-protests-over-george-floyds-death/
https://uk.reuters.com/article/usa-immigration/bank-of-america-to-stop-financing-operators-of-private-prisons-detention-centers-idUSL2N23X1JL
https://uk.reuters.com/article/usa-immigration/bank-of-america-to-stop-financing-operators-of-private-prisons-detention-centers-idUSL2N23X1JL
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/ngos-business-inclusive-economic-growth/
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are two enablers of inclusiveness and inclusive 

growth.  

Insufficient progress on SDG 16 “Peace, Justice and 

Strong Institutions” and SDG 10 “Reduced 

Inequalities” by global corporations was also 

highlighted by an impact research called 

“Sustainability Governance Scorecard” by Argüden 

Governance Academy, which evaluates companies 

through a governance lens. According to the study, 

corporations’ strategy and results alignment were low 

for SDG 16 (29%, 24%) and SDG 10 (37%, 33 %). 

CONCLUSION 

Reducing inequality is important for enabling markets 

to function effectively. If income distribution is 

skewed, consumption may not be sufficient for some 

industries or companies to operate due to a lack of 

demand, which will reduce competitiveness. 

When inequality increases, there is a risk people will 

become disenfranchised and lose trust in institutions. 

Government, private sector and civil society all need 

to cooperate to help build an inclusive and “equal” 

society.  

Company boards and investors also have 

responsibilities for helping to achieve these goals. 

Boards need to define company values in such a way 

that inclusiveness and reducing inequality become 

part of a company’s DNA. The private sector and 

government need to encourage each other to take 

measures supporting inclusive and just societies and 

building strong institutions. 

The pandemic has underlined how inequality is a 

global problem that needs to be urgently addressed to 

help enable a more sustainable and inclusive future. In 

our highly interconnected world, effective solutions to 

systemic social and environmental issues can so often 

be found by tackling them not in isolation but 

together. 

https://argudenacademy.org/docs/content/Sustainability-Governance-Scorecard-2020.pdf

