GREENING
HOSPITALS
a guide by DEA students

WHAT ARE GREEN HOSPITALS?
“A green and healthy hospital is the one that promotes public health by continuously
reducing its environmental impact and ultimately eliminating its contribution to the
burden of disease.” [1]
The concept of green buildings is not unique to healthcare, but hospitals do face unique
challenges in sustainability. The healthcare sector is resource-intensive, working to maintain
patient safety within both regulatory and financial constraints. Nonetheless, many strategies
have been developed to minimise the environmental footprint of our health systems, while still
providing high quality services.
The origins of green hospitals can be traced back nearly half a century to the UN Conference
on Human Environment in 1972 and the resultant Stockholm Declaration. Since then, the
concept has continued to develop, with more healthcare centres taking part and further
advances in technology offering an ever-expanding range of green alternatives.

WHY GREEN HOSPITALS?
“The health sector is one of the most trusted and respected sections of society, and it is
also one of the largest employers and consumers of energy. This presents both: a duty
and a window of opportunity to achieve climate-neutrality, efficiency and cost
reduction all at the same time.” [2]

Environmental & Health Benefits
A sick planet cannot support healthy people. Climate change, air pollution, water pollution, and
unsustainable resource use directly influence many aspects of human health, with environmental
factors estimated to account for 23% of deaths and 22% DALYs globally [3].
Increased rates of many infectious illnesses, non-communicable disease, and injuries can all be
partially attributed to environmental degradation (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Diseases with the largest environmental contribution [3].
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to treat illness and injury are also major contributors
to environmental degradation. Health services are prolific consumers of resources and
generators of waste -- but they don't need to be. Environmental stewardship is crucial for the
primary prevention of disease, and health workers can lead the transition towards green,
sustainable hospitals.

Benefits for the hospital
Sustainability strategies provide significant economic benefits. 84% of health centres report
cost savings as a major incentive to introducing green initiatives, and 80% cite long-term cost
benefits [4]. Green systems are good for business, leading to lower operational costs and
freeing up resources for patient care.
Green initiatives can also improve patient experience and public perception of the hospital, as
well as fostering a community of loyal, motivated staff.

HOW TO GREEN HOSPITALS
Challenges
The uptake of environmentally sustainable practices has been steady but slow. Some intrinsic
features of hospitals can act as barriers to change. These include:

requirement for uninterrupted operational hours;
compliance with health & safety regulations;
funding;
staffing;
and time limitations.
Being mindful of these challenges is the first step to overcoming them.

Targets
Greening the health sector can seem like a monstrous task. Fortunately, this is not unchartered
territory and there have been many proven strategies for success, including divesting from
fossil fuels, supporting hospital access via green transport, providing sustainably-sourced food,
and using environmentally-conscious procurement practices. For simplicity, this guide will focus
on the realms of energy, waste, and water.

Energy
Energy efficiency
Increasing energy efficiency is a concept that has been thoroughly explored in both private
and commercial buildings, in no small part due to the associated financial benefits. Initiatives to
reduce energy consumption can often be easily and quickly implemented through needs-based
programming of energy usage, staff education, and use of energy efficient appliances.
Divestment
The energy demands of health centres are immense, and while efforts to minimise energy
consumption are absolutely worthwhile, the source of energy must also be considered. Energy
from fossil fuels perpetuates climate change through the emission of greenhouse gases, and
also produces an array of other pollutants that are directly dangerous to human health. The
extraction and processing of these fuels disrupts ecosystems and releases hazardous waste

materials including coal ash, sludge, and toxic heavy metal contaminants into the land, air &
waterways.
Making the transition to clean energy can be a slower process, as there are a number of
options to consider, and the financial rewards may not be as immediate. The composition of
the power mix as well as the possibility of on-site renewable energy supply are key areas to
assess in this regard, and long-term cost- benefit projections will likely be of value.
By reducing their reliance on fossil fuels, hospitals can protect public health from the effects of
climate change, including increasingly extreme weather events, expansion of vector-borne
disease, and reduced access to safe water. These same changes will also reduce the rates of
asthma, COPD, allergies, respiratory infections, lung cancers and heart disease attributable to
air pollution.

Waste
Medical waste management is complex, due to the combination of toxic and infectious
properties of the waste. If effectively managed, disposal of medical waste should not have
adverse effects on the natural environment or human health.
Hazardous waste
Biohazardous or contaminated waste disposal is regulated under the Hazardous Waste
(Regulation of Exports and Imports) Act 1989, as well as local state requirements.
Most hazardous waste in hospitals is incinerated, releasing a range of hazardous pollutants.
Autoclaving and chemically disinfection are more environmentally-friendly alternatives [5],
however, after processing, the waste is still sent to landfill where it eventually decomposes,
emitting greenhouse gases including methane. Thus, success in curtailing the environmental
impact of hospital waste is heavily reliant on minimising the waste that is sent to landfill, best
achieved through system-wide education and changing the habits of hospital staff.
Non-hazardous waste
For many hospitals, a simple starting point in targeting waste reduction may be the
management of non-hazardous waste. This may be as simple decreasing plastic and
polystyrene waste generation in non-clinical aspects of hospital operation, implementing
effective recycling programs, or replacing disposable instruments with sterilisable & reusable
options.

Water
Hospitals are profuse consumers of water throughout their operation. A certain amount of
water is needed for the provision of healthcare as well as daily operations and maintenance.
Still, health facilities can implement simple water conservation strategies such as installing
efficient fixtures and ensuring plumbing is well-maintained to avoid leaks.
Some hospitals have also begun recycling water for processing purposes, or harvesting
rainwater in a step towards net-zero water consumption.

GETTING STARTED
Team up!

Get your crew together and decide if a State-, University-, or Hospital-based
approach will work best for your area. This is not restricted to DEA Students - any supportive
members of the medical and allied health community can contribute. The more the merrier!

Get to know your hospital.

Some hospitals may have a sustainability officer,
some are signatories to the Global Green and Healthy Hospitals network (check here:
https://www.greenhospitals.net/members), and some may have an Environmental Position
Statement and already have started environmentally-sustainable initiatives. Build on these!

Make contact

and identify drivers & barriers. Have a chat to the sustainability officer
about how you can support them in their role. If no such person exists, try to get in touch with
a hospital administrator, assess how receptive they are, and how they might be persuaded.

Set goals. Once you know your baseline and how receptive the hospital is to
implementing sustainable practices, set some measurable & achievable goals (both short- and
long-term. Check out some ideas at tinyurl.com/greenlightprojects and on the Google Drive.
Even supporting the hospital to develop a position statement on environmental impact (if they
don’t have one already) would be a great start.

Go green! Collaborate with the hospital to start bringing your projects to life!

FURTHER RESOURCES
Google drive folder: bit.ly/DEAResources
www.greenhospitals.net
www.sustainabilityroadmap.org
practicegreenhealth.org
If you come across any other useful resources, please send them to sglovegrove@gmail.com
to be added to the drive!
Keep an ear out – we’ll be putting together some further resources and events to support you
in your work. And if there’s anything extra you’d find useful, just let us know!
Best of luck team!
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