
Green Care: Implementing Sustainable Practices in Healthcare Facilities

 

The looming threat of climate change is now an undeniable reality. With global temperatures on track to exceed the 1.5°C limit set by the Paris
Agreement, and possibly rising over 3°C by the end of the century, the healthcare sector finds itself at the forefront of this global crisis.
Responsible for approximately 5% of global emissions, healthcare systems must act swiftly and decisively to reduce their environmental impact.
Beyond the direct environmental benefits, adopting sustainable practices in healthcare facilities also improves public health outcomes by
addressing climate-driven issues such as respiratory diseases, heat-related illnesses, and the spread of infectious diseases. Recent
recommendations from the International Hospital Federation explored how healthcare institutions can reduce their carbon footprint through four
critical strategies: waste management, water conservation, energy efficiency, and addressing climate change challenges in population health. By
focusing on these areas, healthcare organisations can not only mitigate climate change but also build resilience in their operations and safeguard
public health.

 

Waste Management

Waste management in healthcare is a major contributor to its environmental footprint. Hospitals generate significant amounts of hazardous and
non-hazardous waste daily, making the efficient handling and reduction of this waste crucial for sustainability efforts. Implementing
comprehensive waste management programmes can significantly reduce environmental impact while also cutting operational costs.

 

For example, institutions like Kaiser Permanente in the U.S. have diverted nearly 40% of their waste from landfills by implementing robust
recycling and composting programmes. Similar successes have been seen in other parts of the world, such as the Freiburg University Hospital in
Germany, where advanced waste treatment technologies have reduced hazardous waste by 35%. These programmes often involve strong staff
engagement, education, and collaboration with local recycling organisations.

 

Recommendations for improving waste management include conducting regular audits to measure progress, training staff on waste reduction
protocols, and developing partnerships with local organisations to facilitate recycling and composting. Through these efforts, healthcare facilities
can significantly reduce their carbon footprint while also enhancing the safety and satisfaction of both staff and patients.

 

Water Conservation

Water conservation is another critical area where healthcare facilities can make a substantial environmental impact. Hospitals consume vast
amounts of water for sanitation, patient care, and cooling systems, so adopting innovative strategies to reduce consumption without
compromising care quality is essential.

 

Healthcare facilities worldwide are already leading the way in water conservation efforts. For example, the Cleveland Clinic in the United States
has reduced its water usage by 30% through advanced recycling systems and the installation of low-flow fixtures. In the United Kingdom,
Rochdale Infirmary has implemented rainwater harvesting systems, significantly lowering their reliance on potable water for non-essential needs.
India’s Sir Ganga Ram Hospital has adopted a zero-discharge system, recycling 100% of its wastewater for non-potable uses.

 

Hospitals can further promote water conservation by regularly auditing plumbing systems, installing leak detection programmes, and educating
staff and the public about sustainable water practices. By integrating these strategies, healthcare facilities can significantly reduce water
consumption and associated costs.
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Energy consumption is another critical concern in healthcare, as hospitals operate 24/7 and rely heavily on energy-intensive equipment. Shifting
to energy-efficient practices and renewable energy sources is essential to reduce healthcare facilities’ carbon emissions while simultaneously
cutting costs.

 

Germany has been a leader in this area, with many hospitals modernising heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) systems and
integrating renewable energy sources such as solar power and biomass. The adoption of cogeneration systems and energy management
systems has further improved efficiency, allowing for better monitoring and control of energy use. Hospitals in other parts of the world, such as
the United States, have also implemented LED lighting, motion detectors for energy conservation, and high-efficiency water pumps to reduce
energy consumption.

 

To further improve energy efficiency, healthcare facilities should conduct regular energy audits, invest in energy-efficient infrastructure, and
transition to renewable energy sources like solar and geothermal power. Promoting energy-saving behaviours among staff and patients, such as
turning off lights and devices when not in use, can also significantly reduce energy consumption.

 

Conclusion

As the world faces unprecedented environmental challenges, the healthcare sector has a vital role to play in combating climate change. By
implementing sustainable practices such as waste management, water conservation, and energy efficiency, and addressing the health
challenges associated with climate change, healthcare facilities can significantly reduce their carbon footprint. These efforts not only contribute
to the global fight against climate change but also promote healthier environments for both staff and patients.

 

Adopting sustainable healthcare practices is no longer an option but a necessity. By taking decisive action today, the healthcare sector can lead
the way in creating a more resilient, sustainable future. Programmes like the Young Executive Leaders (YEL) initiative provide an essential
platform for healthcare professionals to exchange ideas and drive change within their organisations, ensuring that the healthcare sector remains
a crucial part of the global effort to mitigate climate change and protect public health.

 

Source: International Hospital Federation

Image Credit: iStock

 

Published on : Mon, 16 Sep 2024

© For personal and private use only. Reproduction must be permitted by the copyright holder. Email to copyright@mindbyte.eu.

https://ihf-fih.org/news-insights/green-care-implementing-sustainable-practices-in-healthcare-facilities-yel-2024/
https://www.istockphoto.com/

	Green Care: Implementing Sustainable Practices in Healthcare Facilities

