WHY SHOULD WE TALK ABOUT SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IF WE
FACE SO MANY “MORE URGENT” CHALLENGES IN BRAZIL?

Abstract

In this paper, we aim to discuss why we should talk about Sustainable Development in
Brazil, even when we face so many challenges regarding social inequality, injustices, prejudice,
corruption, lack of health, and education. Who we should blame to have so many problems? Can
we blame capitalism, governments, bankers, ourselves? Instead of trying to figure out the “guilty”,
we should get aware of what is going on and awake others that are not yet in same page. We argue
that Sustainable Development is the key factor to decrease some of our urgent challenges in Brazil.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Why should Brazilians talk about Sustainability? The literature reports the problems
regarding social inequality (Barros, 1995), injustices (Noronha, 2003), prejudice (Guimaraes,
2004), corruption (Spech, 2012), health (Travassos, Viacava, Fernandes & Almeida, 2000),
education (Schwartzman & Brock 2005; Klein, 2006), among others. People feel these problems
in everyday life, which may explain why some parts of the population believe that these problems
are “more urgent problems” than environmental issues.

We could blame the government for not providing what is guaranteed by the 1988
Constitution. Also, we could blame capitalism since capitalists maximize shareholders value by
appropriating the surplus produced by workers in the form of profit (Wood, 2003). People could
use this money to achieve better conditions.

Additionally, we could blame ourselves, accountants. It is notorious how accountants have
played an essential role in maximizing shareholders' value without considering the consequences
of this pursuit. Of course, we have learned since undergrad that firms exist to maximize
shareholders' profit without, literally, taking into account anything that does not match the goals of
achieving this maximization.

We manage the results to achieve specific goals, such as market expectations or regulatory
goals (Burgstahler, & Dichev, 1997; Cheng & Warfield, 2005; Rodrigues; 2008). There is an
extensive literature regarding the “dirty” work accountants have done to maximize profits,
independent of the ownership, public or private. The results, we already know, rich people getting
richer and poor people getting poorer and poorer (IBGE, 2019). Worse, during a pandemic,
inequalities it may get worse, and these inequalities exacerbate the spread of the virus. It becomes
a vicious cycle (Nassif-Pires, Xavier, Masterson, Nikiforos, & Rios-Avila, 2020).

Finally, we could blame the society as we keep spending our money on firms that keeps
sustaining the system. We are simple making the wheel turn. So... Have we asked ourselves what
part of the blame do we have in sustaining the “dirty” system which not provides the basics to the
population? And, what have we done to try to change it?



Before blaming everyone and everything, we must understand what is going on, not to find
the culprits, but to find a solution. In this paper, we discuss why we, Brazilians, should think, talk
and act towards Sustainable Development to solve some of our problems.

2. DISCUSSION
2.1 Who we should blame?

We should blame every “actor”. But is there just one? Of course not. As environment
integrates several aspects of life, the problems we face probably or certainly have more than one
“guilty”. Let us discuss some of them.

Capitalism is the first one, based on the idea of free markets and almost no intervention of
governments. Capitalism is a socio-economic system in which individuals are free to own the
means of production and maximize profits, and in which the allocation of resources is determined
by a price system (Bannock & Albach, 1987). But the price system is not internalizing
environmental externalities (Pretty et al., 2001, Bithas, 2011, Domingo, Sancho & Senante, 2016),
which means that prices do not really corresponds to the “real” price. Internalizing externalities is
one way to achieve prices that really reflects its value. The reality is that we use environmental
resources as it was company’s resources for free. We do not internalize externalities. If we do not
internalize externalities the pursuit to achieve maximization of shareholders value tend to ruin
(Henderson, 2020) and, ruin the society with it, creating problems such as the ones we face here.

Additionally, the ideas of capitalism involve economic freedom, political freedom and the
small role of the government in a free society (Friedman, 2009). Using a pencil, Friedman (2009)
explains how capitalism would build competitive markets that would allocate the resource in a
more efficient way. The problem is that we cannot see freedom clear anymore. The true freedom
of opportunity is more dream than reality (Henderson, 2020), especially for small firms or new
entrances.

Government, the second “guilty” actor, is also not free anymore. Government cannot focus
on society because firms took over. The government does not provide the most basics to the
Brazilian society, such as food, water and protection. Actually, the governments are on threat
(Henderson, 2020), because they are in the hands of big firms, that either practice lobbying to
create, change or even end laws in favor of firm shareholders.

Third, financial industries. The financial system, whom finance the unsustainable
productivity activities, has indirect or maybe direct responsibility to some of the socio-
environmental problems. Financial institutions are the intermediaries between economic and
financial trades, such as borrow from consumer/savers and lend to companies that need resources
for investment (Gorton & Winton, 2003). These investments can be made in different kinds of
firms, regardless of whether company policies include paying at least a living wage, reduce social
inequality, injustices, and prejudice, or even an anti-corruption policy.

Fourth, owners, CEO, managers and accountants. We learn since undergrade that the main
objective of firms is “maximize shareholders value”, it is when the idea of pursuing earnings
maximization begins. But also, we reflect personal goals and ambitions when we produce an
accounting information or along the decision-making process (Shleifer, & Vishny, 1988), (not
society needs). For example, we can break rules acting illegally because of employee compensation
policy (Gabbioneta, Greenwood, Mazzola & Minoja, 2013). If constitutions are made to provide a
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better society, unfollowing the laws is acting against society and probably developing even more
our problems.

Fifth, we, individuals who should have “freedom” according to capitalism. The main goal
of firms in capitalism is maximizing shareholders value. Capitalism provided a fertile ground for
consumerism to improve it. We can be seen as hamsters who spin the wheel. We are the hamsters
who sell our time for firms when we work for them, and then we buy their stuff to live or to feel
“good” or “better”. Modern capitalism keeps the cycle running, especially because of the appealing
to understand that the basic force in modern life is to acquire luxury goods and leisure services
(Stearns, 2006). But, are we truly free “to buy” anything we want? Do we have freedom to buy
whatever we want, based on our salaries that cannot afford some products or services? We have
played such an important role on running towards the idea of maximizing shareholders value, but
sometimes we do not know what our roles are to diminish our “freedom”. We develop an
environment in which we may act against the society, against ourselves.

Then, everyone is “guilty”. But, without all these culprits, how would we experience
development? The literature well documents how capitalism and how this “dirty” system has
played an important role on creating a competitive environment that has shown prosperity.
Governments have invested on companies that provide some of the ideas for development, such as
tech companies. Of course, financial institutions are the intermediaries of all these projects. They
take the money here, invest there and so on... How about us? Well, without us, society pushes the
system development, needing more and more, and we pay for things that we understand as
“needed”, producing such an important pillar to develop new products, services, and ideas. Then,
we should not blame anyone, because it is a piece of cake to explain that almost everybody is guilt.
We should get aware of what is going on and awake other Brazilians that are not yet in same page.

2.2  Sustainable Development versus Capitalism. Are them mutually excluded?

The concept of Sustainable Development was given by the Butland Commission over
thirteen years ago which defines it as the development which “meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Everybody knows
what is necessary, what is something that is “needed”, such as water and food, wealth and
protection. Capitalism, the current economic system has driven the way to produce “unneeded
things” to some people, while others do not have the truly “needed things”, such as food and water.
But we also need some “other things” when we talk about development, such as education,
technology, culture... These “other things” that are known as “not needed” to survive may give
raise to new ideas of “needs”. Is education necessary to find a good job? Is internet necessary
during pandemic? Of course, they are! But they are not understood as truly “needs” to survive.

Technology has been changing the way we work and live by saving time and resources and
opening new opportunities for growth, innovation and knowledge creation (Vermesan & Friess,
2013). Some “unnecessary things” may be important to us. Nothing better than capitalism to
instigate the development and sale of “useless things”.

On the other hand, capitalism has given so many challenges to everyone, either for firms
that struggle to maximize shareholders value based on competition, strategy and technology, but
much more for poor people... who struggle to survive. How Sustainable Development can help
with this challenge? According to the concept, sustainable development permits us to infer that we
do have some “needs”, some “needs” that are not always understood as “needed”, but we already
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know how these “unneeded things” can help us to achieve some development, such as renewable
energy (not already “needed”, but useful). Sustainable Development permits us to understand what
is needed for us in certain time, even if someone else does not agree with what is needed by you.
But, also, Sustainable Development does not allow that people have “needs” that can interfere the
“need” of others. It seems that we should understand and respect someone else “needs”, but also
we should not need anything that could end the “need” of others. In short, it is “okay” to invest in
a technology which may take us to live in Mars, if no one is starving or dying of thirst.

The bottom line here is: Can we meet the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs? Can we work towards development,
including innovation and technology without compromising the needs of others? Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) emerged with the intention of achieving Sustainable Development.
Among other goals, SDGs promote either targets that are linked to basic “needs” such as fighting
against poverty and secure human well-being, and targets that are aligned to more “complex”
targets, but not more or less challenging, such as reduction of inequality, responsible consumption,
and decent work.

According to UN, SDGs are the blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future
for all and all countries have agreed to work towards achieving these goals. Ideally, all
stakeholders, such as governments, civil society, private sector, and others, should contribute to
the realization of the new agenda towards a Sustainable Development. Then, it is expected that
firms contribute to achieve these new goals. On the other hand, Scarano (2020) argues that SDGs
may be contradictory because of SDG 8 — Decent Work and Economic Growth, as we could say
that we have no evidence, until nowadays, that “Sustainability” and “Economic Growth” can be
reconciled. Can we achieve sustainable and economic goals at the same time? Can we achieve all
goals together?

The Sustainable Development Goals are all interconnected (Blanc, 2015) what means that
the achievement of one goal depend of the others (Nilsson, Griggs & Visbeck, 2016). In order to
achieve the 2030 Agenda, there is a need to ensure that all the Goals are meeting. Therefore, not
only the government should seek to achieve the goals, but also firms around the world, and society.
According to the SDGs it seems possible to achieve Sustainable Development in a Capitalist world.
Note that, this is an attempt! Now we know the steps we should follow to try to achieve Sustainable
Development. Also, it seems that we do not have other options, we capitalists (since we live in this
system) must try to follow these objectives.

2.3 The role of Accounting on Sustainable Development

The initial papers regarding socio-environmental accounting initiated in the 1970s (Angotti
& Ferreira, 2017), but only in 2000s we start to see some reports regarding a methodology for
standardizing indicators that would take into account the environment (UNCTAD, 2000).

In Brazil, the country with the largest biodiversity in the world, shows first appearances of
environmental accounting with the attempting to provide standardized norms by addressing “NBC
TE Xxx Interagdo da Entidade com o Meio Ambiente” which was archived... But we can still use
the examples of CPCs - Brazilian norms that follow the International Financial Reporting
Standards. For example, “CPC 25 — Provisdes, Passivos Contingentes e Ativos Contingentes”
introduces some accounting for environment by accounting provisions for future payments due to
degradation, pollution and other threats to the environment. These provisions are made in a way to
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decrease firm risks. They are not made to pursuit Sustainable Development. Anyway, it is a
temptation to take into account environmental issues. In some sense, no firm will want to decrease
its profits creating provisions that can be a bill because of environmental degradation. If firms
follow the norms and the legislations, it seems that the Accounting is going to start “blaming” firms
for the effects of social and environmental impacts.

Products are going to be more expensive, because the price is going to reflect these costs.
Or do we prefer to not to pass this bill to the firm, then we pay less for the product? We have this
option, of course, but at any time we can suffer the effects of the environmental degradation, such
as air pollution (as we already suffer, for example, in Vitoria — ES with the black powder from
Vale, one of the largest logistics operators’ firms in the country).

We would venture to say that this provision is going to start the role of Accounting on the
inverse cycle towards Sustainable Development. Accountants seem to play a very important role
towards Sustainable Development. But we should not blame accountants for not achieving
Sustainable Development yet, but Accounting per si. As accounting needs to present results in short
term, it may be difficult to produce Accounting Reports that demand long term reporting. But, if
we analyze Accounting, we can find that Accounting does not think only of short term, but also
long term. If Accounting does not think of long term, it would not use accruals, but cash regimes.
Cash regimes would count for what went in and what went out. Competence regime, based on the
concepts of assets and debts permits Accounting to register accounting facts/accounts that will
generate some consequence in the future (such as benefices and debt transfers) (IFRS, 2018).

Accountants... since undergrad we are thought of how to “maximize shareholders value”,
including lessons about balance scorecard, without considering all the resources (such as
environment) that would be necessaire to achieve this goal. But it seems that even shareholders,
specially from big firms, have perceived that they should do something for the society. “[...]
thousands of firms have committed themselves to a purpose larger than profitability, and nearly
thirty percent of the world’s financial assets are managed with some kind of sustainability criterion”
(Henderson, 2020). Big firms are the ones who can lead Sustainable Development, since they can
be named “cternal” as these firms will remain in the market even if they take some risks (Edwards,
1975), such as investing in a Sustainable Development.

In 2019, Larry Fink, the Chairman and CEO of BlackRock, world’s largest financial asset
manager, says that firms should deliver not only financial performance, but also show how firm
contributes to society. “Companies must be deliberate and committed to embracing purpose and
serving all stakeholders — your shareholders, customers, employees, and the communities where
you [firms] operate” (Fink, 2020). This letter was sent to the CEOs of all the firms in his portfolio
with the idea of long-term prosperity. The letter also presents their investment conviction that
“sustainability and climate-integrated portfolios can provide better risk-adjusted returns to
investors”.

The temptation to link Sustainability and finance is not a new idea. The World Bank granted
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) reports in 2000s. UNCTADs
report is one of the first ones in Accounting that tries to establish an integration between
environmental and financial performance. It shows three pilars to achieve sustainable development
based on economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social equity. Also, the report documents
some barriers we may face towards sustainable development, such as the lack of business
community understanding the concept of “Sustainability”. More than a half of them believed that



“Sustainability” has nothing to do with future generations (UNCTAD, 2000). How could we
account for Sustainability if businesspeople and others do not understand the impacts of the firms
on sustaining the system which has created or developed our socio-environmental problems?

It seems that the understanding of the idea regarding “Sustainability” (I mean not only the
concept, but also its role on humankind lives) has changed. Businesspeople started to take some
actions maybe because they became aware of the idea of “Sustainability”. Also, it is possible that
the pandemic in 2020 has awaken some minds in the day-by-day life regarding the thought of what
is really “needed”. The shift in the mind of businesspeople may explain why seventy banks have
already committed to CO2 emissions (PCAF, 2020).

The Partnership for Carbon Accounting Financials (PCAF) was launched with the idea of
harmonizing carbon accounting methods to enable financial institutions to measure and disclose
greenhouse gas emissions of their investments and loans. But, only one Brazilian bank has
committed to disclose the greenhouse gas emissions associated with its portfolio. It seems that the
bottom line here is, again, trying to develop a link between Sustainability (avoiding climate change)
and finance. But, unfortunately, Brazilians keep them far away from it other.

A singular paper shows us how accountants work could impact firm sustainability.
Sometimes, accountants are considered creators of reality. If accountants consider that a chair is
real and that the owner of this chair is Firm A, they are going to register it as an asset in the balance
sheet. Similarly, if accountants realize that the firm is using a river to dump the waste of the firm,
we understand that we should register as a provision, as the firm may pay the bill of the pollution
(CPC 25 ou IAS 37). But that is not the truth. Accountants are not creators of reality. If we think
something is real, we want to account it. But, if people do not understand it as real or as the “truth”
or the “reality”, we will suffer from, example, lobbying, investigations, criticism and public
interventions (Ruth, 1998).

To account towards Sustainable Development, we need people to realize that talking about
Sustainable Development in essential to solve some of our problems, such as poverty, hunger, and
inequality. As SDGs are all linked and its main goal is the achievement of Sustainable
Development, we, accountants can be guided by SDGs. We may need to follow the guidance
provided by UNCTAD which provide practical information about how each institution can measure
SDG indicators (UNCTAD, 2019). The report starts to present a movement to account for
Sustainable Development based on the Sustainable Development Goals.

The Sustainable Development Goals include end up with problems regarding social
inequality, injustices, prejudice, and corruption, increase health, and education, among other
problems that we think can be “more urgent” than others, but actually, they are all interconnected.

3. CONCLUSIONS

We desperately seek to solve out many problems in many different spheres in Brazil, such
as social inequality, injustices, prejudice, corruption, lack of health and education. We can blame
many for our problems. But we are not going to solve our problems by blaming capitalism, firms,
bankers, government, and the society itself. We should take a closer look at what is happening in
Brazil and what are the possible solutions for our problems.

One way to try to end the problems in Brazil at the same time is trying to achieve
Sustainable Development Goals in which people should live following the idea of Sustainability.
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The idea of Sustainability is thinking of the “needs” of others now, and other generations, without
compromising the idea in which we understand that people have different “needs”.

United Nations address Sustainable Development at the core of the Sustainable
Development Goals. SGDs are important targets that contemplate all the problems we face in
Brazil. Pursuing SDGs may solve our problems which Brazilians state as “more urgent” challenges,
maybe because some of them do not understand how these challenges are all interconnected.

Accountants may play an important role along the process of achieving Sustainable
Development but cannot work alone. We need people to understand that Sustainable Development
can solve some of our problems. Not only accountants, but the rest of the society in Brazil should
work towards the Sustainable Development. Sustainable Development may be real, and we can
play the game to try to achieve it!

We know what should be done, but we must think about what the steps are to achieve a
healthier society. Remember that a healthy society must include less inequality, access to health,
and education structures for everyone. And, of course, we need sustainable business. Sustainable
business may provide the environment we need to achieve sustainable development, by developing
a sustainable way to develop their products and services. We are in this system and even if we want
to think about maximizing value, we Brazilians, should thing about Sustainability and how long-
term thinking can benefice the Brazilian society. How about we pursuit the “maximization of
sustainable value”?
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