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The Health Sector

Health services are vulnerable, health services around the world are already

under pressure from rising demand, staff shortages and chronic

underfunding.

Climate related extreme weather events are now added to this list, impacting

the functioning of hospitals and community services (e.g. GP surgeries and

pharmacies) due to travel, power and water supply disruption, flooding or fires

and, in the worst cases, damage to or destruction of healthcare facilities. These

problems are often coupled with abrupt rise in demand due to the event itself.

Additionally, supply chains for medication and medical equipment may be

affected by events elsewhere. The Covid-19 pandemic has provided a taste

of the challenges of sudden, non-linear changes to demand. There is a clear

need for investment in adaptation and business continuity planning.

https://wellcome.org/news/how-climate-change-affects-health-explained


Climate Affects on Healthcare

Here are a few examples reported in the media of how climate change has affected heath care:

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/iv-bags-in-short-supply-after-hurricane-maria-disrupted-production/
https://nationalpost.com/news/world/a-tiny-symbol-of-resilience-dies-in-hospital-destroyed-by-philippines-typhoon-after-clinging-to-life-for-three-days
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-57971381
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/jul/21/london-nhs-trust-cancels-operations-as-it-system-fails-in-heatwave


Healthcare is a Contributing Factor 

If the global health care sector were a country, it’s emissions would be the fifth largest on the planet, ranking just behind

Japan. Estimates of healthcare sector emission are:

• European Union - 5%

• Australia - 7% and in the US it may be as high as 10%

The NHS is responsible for ~ 5% of all UK environmental

emissions. NHS travel was responsible for 9.5bn road miles in 2017,

equating to 3.5% of all journeys in England. By some estimates, one

in every 20 journeys on UK roads is healthcare-related. Around

40,000 people die from air pollution in the UK each year. It is

impossible to escape the conclusion that NHS activity is implicated

in some of these deaths.

https://www.londontravelwatch.org.uk/publication/london-travelwatch-response-to-the-draft-mayors-transport-strategy-london-plan-and-lips/
https://www.londontravelwatch.org.uk/publication/london-travelwatch-response-to-the-draft-mayors-transport-strategy-london-plan-and-lips/


Healthcare is a Contributing Factor 

In addition to greenhouse gas emissions the health sector also contributes to

plastic waste, air and water pollution (including biologically-active pharmaceutical

products), deforestation (e.g. for rubber plantations to supply glove manufacture)

and depletion of scarce minerals for use in surgical instruments. Perversely,

healthcare services can also undermine the capacity of communities to support

and maintain health due to diversion of funding away from prevention and

overreliance on treatment.

Health Care Without Harm is an international charity addressing hospital-

generated pollution. This 8-minute video offers a useful overview of the health

risks and the challenges.

https://noharm.org/
https://youtu.be/iPzoskTpiwQ
https://youtu.be/iPzoskTpiwQ


For an industry based on the principle of “first

do no harm,” this sits uncomfortably. The

healthcare sector must act quickly and

collectively to reduce its own contribution to

environmental and climate damage.



NHS Climate Change Policy

For an industry based on the principle of “first do no harm,”

this sits uncomfortably. The healthcare sector must act

quickly and collectively to reduce its own contribution to

environmental and climate damage.

Climate change and air pollution poses a major threat to our

health now and for future generations. By reducing harmful

carbon emissions, we will improve health and save lives.

That’s why the NHS was the world's first health system to

commit to reaching net zero carbon. By 2040 we will reduce

the emissions we control to net zero, saving lives and

improving the world we live in. This 2 minute video gives an

overview

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O01rmmniCYo
https://youtu.be/O01rmmniCYo


NHS Net Zero

The NHS, in all four nations of the UK, has set a bold ambition to be the world’s

first net zero national health service. Health is a devolved responsibility, so each

home nation’s net zero targets are slightly different. For more detail see here.

The direction of travel for net zero is the same and all NHS staff (roughly 1.5

million people) will need to work together to deliver it.

In England Two Net Zero targets have been set:

1. Net zero by 2040 for the emissions the NHS controls directly (NHS carbon

footprint-in green in the image below) with an ambition to reach an 80%

reduction by 2028 to 2032.

2. Net zero by 2045 for emissions the NHS can influence (NHS Carbon

Footprint Plus - in blue in the image below) with an ambition to reach an 80%

reduction by 2036 to 2039.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-health-services-make-landmark-pledge-to-achieve-net-zero
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-health-services-make-landmark-pledge-to-achieve-net-zero


NHS England Net Zero Targets 

In England Two Net Zero targets have been set:

Net zero by 2045 for 

emissions the NHS can 

influence (NHS Carbon 

Footprint Plus - in blue in the 

image below) with an 

ambition to reach an 80% 

reduction by 2036 to 2039.

Net zero by 2040 for the 

emissions the NHS controls 

directly (NHS carbon 

footprint-in green in the 

image below) with an 

ambition to reach an 80% 

reduction by 2028 to 2032.



How will this be delivered? 

Click on the country for information on plans for each of the

UK nations: England | Wales | Scotland | Northern Ireland –

strategy yet to be produced

The UK Health Alliance on Climate Change discusses the

pros and cons of net zero targets here: Is Net Zero a Good

Idea? - UK Health Alliance. To get our emissions down as

fast as possible we should target our efforts towards where

the bulk of them are coming from – the ‘carbon hotspots’.

NHS England has done extensive work to map emissions

sources. The pie chart shows how emissions are distributed

by source. Figure 1: Delivering a Net Zero NHS

https://www.fph.org.uk/media/3126/k9-fph-sig-nhs-carbon-footprint-final.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/a-net-zero-nhs/#:~:text=For%20the%20emissions%20we%20control,reduction%20by%202036%20to%202039.
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/nhs-wales-decarbonisation-strategic-delivery-plan-2021-2030-summary.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/nhs-scotland-climate-emergency-sustainability-strategy-2022-2026/
http://www.ukhealthalliance.org/is-net-zero-a-good-idea/
http://www.ukhealthalliance.org/is-net-zero-a-good-idea/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/a-net-zero-nhs/


Carbon Footprint of Health Care 

You may be surprised to see that 35% of the NHS carbon footprint

is related to medicines and medical equipment, whilst buildings

and energy account for only 10% and waste (often the first target

of local action through recycling) contributes less than 5%. This

means we can’t leave the drive to sustainability to estates

departments, clinical teams must be involved. It is clinical

decisions which:

• Determine resource use through the system: pharmaceuticals,

equipment and consumables for investigations and procedures.

• Determine how many appointments and journeys are needed

and how many days a person spends in hospital.

https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/a-net-zero-nhs/


Carbon Footprint of Health Care 

This diagram shows how carbon intensity is

distributed across the specialities and hot spots

within each speciality. Acute hospitals are by far the

biggest sources of emissions. Whilst primary care

prescribing appears to be the biggest single

contributor it is important to reflect that this is heavily

influenced by secondary care for mental and physical

health. Delivering a “net zero” National Health

Service

https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/wp-content/uploads/sites/51/2022/07/B1728-delivering-a-net-zero-nhs-july-2022.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/wp-content/uploads/sites/51/2022/07/B1728-delivering-a-net-zero-nhs-july-2022.pdf


The Scale of the Challenge 

This graph shows the 

journey we must make 

to get to net zero. 



The Scale of the Challenge 

Clinicians will need to be involved in everything other than the

bright purple section at the top of the previous slide (which

relates to energy supply and vehicle efficiency). From

increasing focus on prevention, to adapting to digital working, to

changing and reducing what we prescribe and investigations we

order, to procurement decisions, to remembering to turn off

lights and equipment, to supporting changes to hospital food

systems, to innovation - clinicians have the power and

responsibility to embrace and lead this journey.

Discussion – is there anything about the distribution of

emissions sources that surprised you?

https://nhsengland.sharepoint.com/:p:/r/sites/NENCCHWN/Shared%20Documents/General/Sustainability%20Powerpoints/Final%20Powerpoints/section%204%20-%20the%20health%20sector%20.pptx?d=w1770b0862e5440f1bf275eaaffe32f7c&csf=1&web=1&e=W3etuQ&nav=eyJzSWQiOjI4NiwiY0lkIjo1Nzc3NTM5OTB9
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