Hospitals overwhelmed. Lines around the block for food pantries. Families separated from
one another due to travel bans.
While devastating on many levels, the coronavirus pandemic allows our fast-paced society
a rare opportunity: time to reflect. As many have pointed out, it has also highlighted the
vast inequities within our society; our healthcare systems, schools, food systems, and cities
are built not with the common citizen in mind.
In order to rebuild sustainably, we must rebuild inclusively. Here’s the thing: even if we
stop emitting greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions tomorrow, the temperature of the planet is
still going to increase. With this warming will come the exacerbation of inequalities; in
particular, women in the global south1 are the most threatened by the climate crisis,
despite having contributed the least to emissions.
At the time of writing this essay there are protests across the United States (and indeed,
the world) responding to the unjust killing of black Americans at the hands of the police.
Although I will largely focus on the UK, as an American citizen, it is a timely reminder to me
that we cannot simply repair systems to what they once were. As such, at the core of any
recovery plan must be a form of reparations for the injustices done by white, industrialized
society. Otherwise, we risk replicating the mistakes of our past: native lands pillaged to
further the mission of the white man, communities of color so polluted their inhabitants
can scarcely breathe, cities built exclusively for those who are able-bodied. We can do
better than that. We can learn from our past to create a better future.
To do so, I propose three key initiatives which fall under “government policy, regulatory &
institutional change”:
1. A marginal tax rate of 90% above £5 million in income, to be used to fund
investments in renewable energy and heat decarbonization.
2. Tax incentives and legislation to promote a shift to a more circular economy and
nature-based solutions, with a focus on employing the disenfranchised.
3. National and local task forces on various structural issues which give political
representation to underrepresented groups.
Of course, it is difficult to give adequate coverage to the myriad issues which need
addressing in just a few initiatives. However, I believe these perhaps bureaucratic-seeming
changes would at a minimum help to turn the ship in the right direction.
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Marginal tax rate. A high marginal tax rate used to be the status quo. For several
decades,2 the marginal tax rate ranged between 63-92% in the United States. As a result,
the richest 1% had a much lower share of total wealth in the country. When this decreased,
inequality increased. Recently, a high marginal tax rate has again become mainstream
among progressive Democratic leadership in the United States.
For context: 4 million people in the UK live in deep poverty.3 Increasing taxes for many
doesn’t make sense; real income for most households in the UK has actually fallen over the
last 10 years.4 However, some investment needs to be made in order to clean up our
energy profile. While in the UK the amount of electricity generated by renewables now
exceeds that of fossil fuels for much of the year5 (and this is likely to continue as solar
power becomes cheaper than coal6), it’s a different story for heat. About 90% of UK
households use gas boilers,7 and heating buildings makes up approximately 37% of
national carbon emissions. This represents both a huge challenge and an opportunity.
Meanwhile, the six richest individuals in the country are worth a combined £39.4 billion.8 I
don’t have figures on their annual incomes, but a retroactive marginal tax rate of 90%
above £5 million on these six individuals’ net worth alone would result in over £35.3 billion
in tax revenue. This is enough to install electric heat pumps in 3,530,000 UK households9—
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a move that could also help aid in alleviating fuel poverty. Plus, these six individuals in
question would all still be multi-millionaires.
Many solutions for tackling climate change are already at our fingertips. There is good
potential10 for low-carbon electrification in most of the Global South. Electric vehicles
make up an increasing share of vehicle sales.11 If financing keeps pace with technology,
we can make serious progress. In addition, having fewer very rich people can be good for
the planet: one Oxfam study estimates that the richest 1% emit more than 30 times the
amount of the poorest 50%.12
Circular economy. However, to tackle climate change, we not only need renewable
energy proliferation—we need economic transformation. Because to tackle climate change,
we also need to tackle something so integral to Western culture it feels blasphemous to
suggest otherwise: consumption.
Unfortunately, “free trade” isn’t very free. On the human rights front: a report published in
2016 showed that companies face a 71% likelihood of encountering slave labor in their
supply chains.13 Many supply chains also leave production communities with devastating
environmental pollution and health problems.14
But beyond the more obvious human rights violations are implications of “outsourcing”
emissions from high-income countries to low-income countries. While GHG emissions are
reported to have decreased in the EU since 1990, this does not account for outsourcing of
consumer goods production.15 About 13% of China’s GHG emissions come from making

10

World Resources Institute, “Shifting Currents: Opportunities For Low-Carbon Electric Cities In The Global
South.” February 2019. https://www.wri.org/publication/shifting-currents
11

BBC News, “Electric vehicles sales surge in UK as fuel prices rise.” 5 September 2018.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-45419705
12

Colarossi, Jesse. United Nations University. “The World’s Richest People Emit The Most Carbon.” 12 May
2015. https://ourworld.unu.edu/en/the-worlds-richest-people-also-emit-the-most-carbon
13

Sustainable Brands. “Companies face 71% likelihood of Finding Modern Slavery in Supply Chains.”
https://sustainablebrands.com/read/supply-chain/companies-face-71-likelihood-of-finding-modern-slavery-insupply-chains
14
15

RiverBlue. http://riverbluethemovie.eco/the-film/

Eurostat. “Climate change – driving forces.” November 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php/Climate_change_-_driving_forces

things for other countries.16 The fashion industry alone accounts for around 10% of global
GHG emissions.17
This is all largely unnecessary: shoppers in the UK own up to £10bn in clothes they do not
wear,18 while the average garment is kept half as long as it was 15 years ago.19 Meanwhile,
an estimated 3.6 million tonnes of food (valued at £1bn) are thrown away before reaching
UK supermarket shelves—each year.20
Put simply, we cannot continue consuming at our current pace. We cannot continue to
treat commodities—and the people who make them—as disposable. We cannot continue to
equate a good life with a lot of stuff. Otherwise, we risk undoing any progress from
renewable energy through the production of more and more things.
Luckily, there is a solution which can keep jobs and help us meet our environmental
priorities: shifting from a consume-and-replace model to a rent-and-repair model. Let me
explain. In entertainment, we have moved from families owning dozens of DVDs to most
switching to a subscription-based streaming service. The same can be applied to virtually
any product; why not pay to rent items that we only use once in a while? (Lawnmowers,
drills, and baking tins come to mind.)
There is also tremendous potential to re-skill low-wage hourly workers, the unemployed,
and former inmates as gatekeepers of high quality items and experiences. Retail
associates can be re-skilled as tailors and style consultants. Others might receive training
in implementing nature-based solutions across the country.21 This also partially solves the
problem of automation, with over 25% of supermarket cashier jobs in the U.K. automated
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since 2011.22 What if these employees were instead stewards of the supply chain, with
specialist knowledge of products and how to repair them?
Millions of new jobs can be created globally in materials recycling. Estimates vary, but one
study from 2010 projected 50,000 additional jobs if recycling in the U.K. increased to
50%,23 while another estimates that recycling and reuse create nine times more jobs than
landfills.24 Analysis from McKinsey estimated that adopting circular economy principles
could create a net benefit of €1.8 trillion.25
In other words, making new things isn’t the only way to make money.
The recent proposal26 from the EU to ban companies from destroying unsold durable
goods is a good move, but the UK needs to go even further. I propose using some of the
revenue from the carbon tax27 to give small businesses money to invest in circular
economy changes.
Representational task forces. Put simply, if we do not ask people what measures would
help them, we won’t know. To ensure equity, it is critically important to make the
sustainability measures we take accessible to all. A few key areas come to mind:
•
•

Making sure bulk food shopping, clothing repair shops, and public transportation
are accessible to those with physical disabilities.
Reaching faith and community organizations in order to disseminate information
about measures such as small business loans or tax incentives, especially in areas
where English is not the primary language.
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•

Ensuring that government services and sustainability-oriented stores are open for
extended hours and on weekends for those who cannot take time off work.

There are many areas in which different forms of privilege intersect with access. It is
therefore critical that any widespread legislation takes into account different backgrounds.
Unfortunately, many communities across the UK are still underrepresented politically.28
Even if their MPs understand the issues they face, the specific measures that would make a
difference “on the ground” may get lost when it comes to final decision-making.
If politics included the voices of those who have historically been excluded, it could better
serve the Britain of today. Likewise, if a new economic model which prioritizes circularity
re-skills those who have been disenfranchised by the labor market, we all benefit. And by
taxing the “super rich,” we can invest in a future that improves the wellbeing of future
generations.
Let this be the moment in which we show our true colors—for the better. Let this be the
moment in which we choose to reflect our shared humanity. Let this be the moment in
which we put what is right before what is popular. Because if we don’t, we risk everything.
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