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OPTIMAL HEALING ENVIRONMENTS
FOSTERING ECOLOGICAL SUSTAINABILITY

Sita Ananth, MHA, and Joel Kreisberg, DC, MA
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W
hen you enter the hospital as a
patient, the last thing on your
mind is the potential environ-
mental hazards you might be

facing caused by the healthcare you are
about to receive. After all, you want the
best care and treatments possible. But al-
though much attention is paid to the care
you receive in the hospital, less attention
is generally paid to the contaminants,
chemicals, and other toxic substances you
might be exposed to in the healthcare set-
ting. One also rarely thinks about the pol-
lution and environmental damage caused
by the healthcare industry. U.S. hospitals
generate about 4 billion pounds of waste a
year1 —much of it in the form of unused

edical supplies and equipment. Health-
are buildings are the second most energy-
ntensive commercial sector buildings; as
ospitals use about twice as much total
nergy per square foot as traditional office
pace. For example, healthcare organiza-
ions spend nearly $8.8 billion on energy
ach year to meet patient needs. Every
ollar a nonprofit health care organiza-
ion saves on energy has the equivalent
mpact on the operating margin by in-
reasing revenues by $20 for hospitals or
10 for medical offices.2

We, at the Samueli Institute, believe
that healing has to occur within the larger
landscape of the local environment and
planetary health. Caring for our sick in
high-tech hospital environments that add
to our environmental burden is not logi-
cal. Ecological sustainability asks that we
live today in a way that others can live as
well tomorrow. Fostering ecological sus-
tainability requires clinicians, staff, and
administrators to consider the impact of
their choices on local and global environ-
ments. An Optimal Healing Environment
(OHE) supports practices that reduce en-
ergy use and chemical impact, while con-
serving resources and preventing pollu-
tion. Sustainable choices promote public
and environmental health.

Research shows that a multitude of ill-

nesses such as cancer, obesity, asthma, in-
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ertility, and infectious diseases are closely
inked to toxic chemicals, pollution, and
limate change. Because Americans spend
lose to 90% of their time indoors, the
mpact of indoor air quality alone has
aused hospitals to re-think building de-
ign. We are all suffering from increased
xposures that are known to have negative
mpacts on our health. The research is
onsiderable.

“First do no harm” has become the man-
ra of many in the healthcare industry, par-
icularly hospitals that are stewarding excel-
ent healthcare while trying not to harm
heir employees or the environment. These
ospitals see the critical connection between
ringing their patients back to health while
upporting the health of the community
nd environment in which patients, clini-
ians, and hospital employees work and live.
eing a good neighbor and steward of the
ommunity has health benefits!

A pioneer and leader in this field is Health
are Without Harm (HCWH), an interna-

ional coalition of more than 800 hospitals
nd healthcare systems, medical profession-
ls, community groups, health-affected con-
tituencies, labor unions, environmental
nd environmental health organizations,
nd religious groups. HWCH has numerous
rograms; one important program is the re-
ent collaboration with the World Health
rganization in which they developed a
orking paper3 that describes the seven ele-
ents of a climate friendly hospital. These

lements are not only good for the climate,
ut for the environment at large.
They recommend:

nergy efficiency Reduce hospital energy
consumption and costs through effi-
ciency and conservation measures such
as turning down thermostats or using
natural light as much as possible.

Green building design Build hospitals
that are responsive to local climate con-
ditions and optimized for reduced en-
ergy and resource demands such as us-
ing regional materials or recycled or

toxic-free materials.
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Alternative energy generation Produce
and/or consume clean, renewable en-
ergy onsite to ensure reliable and resil-
ient operation such as installing solar
panels.

Transportation Use alternative fuels for
hospital vehicle fleets; encourage walk-
ing and cycling to the facility; promote
staff, patient, and community use of
public transport.

Food Provide sustainably grown local
food for staff and patients including us-
ing less meat in hospital menus.

Waste Reduce, reuse, recycle, compost;
employ alternatives to waste incinera-
tion.

Water Conserve water; avoid bottled wa-
ter when safe alternatives exist, and har-
vest rain water if practical.

Close to 1000 hospitals around the
country have begun this journey and are
seeing environmental stewardship and
sustainable operation as a compelling im-
perative; feeling the obligation to be part
of the solution. In fact, the American Hos-
pital Association (AHA) president Rich
Umbdenstock says one of the ways in
which hospitals can help achieve their vi-
sion of a society of healthy communities
where all individuals reach their highest
potential for health is through actions that
make hospital operations more sustain-
able— environmentally, financially, and
operationally. The AHA offers an Execu-
tive Primer on Hospital Environmental Sus-
tainability, a free online guide that de-
scribes opportunities for action in the
areas of building and construction, chem-
icals, energy, materials management, wa-
ter, and waste. It describes why each of
these topic areas is important, and pro-
vides examples of steps hospitals can take
toward more cost-effective, safe, efficient,
and sustainable hospital operations.4

At Advocate Health Care, a 10-hospital
system based in Illinois, environmental
stewardship rose from the core values of
the organization and their initiatives were

driven by their mission to be good corpo-
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rate citizens. Their program began in
2004, says Mary Larsen, environmental
stewardship manager for Advocate Health
Care, with the building of their gold lead-
ership in energy and environmental de-
sign (LEED) certified building, the first in
Illinois. Since then, they have established
a green team with leaders representing ev-
ery hospital and medical office building in
the system. Advocate’s initiatives cover a
wide array of programs that cover almost
all the seven elements listed previously.
Larsen highlights a few that they are most
proud of:

● Energy management for the entire sys-
tem with a goal to reduce energy use by
20% by 2015. They are doing this
through maintenance and operation ef-
ficiencies, heating, ventilation, and air
conditioning (HVAC). In fact, one of
their hospitals has achieved the EPA’s
coveted Energy Star rating for health-
care buildings.

● All purchasing follows sustainability
standards that take into account the en-
tire lifecycle of the product from pro-
duction to disposal.

A sign that the culture of stewardship is
truly embedded in their organization, says
Larsen, is the fact that over 9000 employ-
ees have participated in voluntary work-
shops on ecological sustainability run by
the health system.

Washington Hospital Healthcare Sys-
tem in Fremont, California, has recog-
nized the critical link between the health
of the individual and the health of the
environment. A Green Team was estab-
lished in 2008, and is comprised of more
than 20 employees that work in different
parts of the hospital. “Washington Hospi-
tal’s Green Team is really diverse and ev-
eryone comes from a different cross-sec-
tion of departments,” says Paul Kelley,
Green Team Committee Chairperson and
manager of the Hospital’s Biomedical En-
gineering Department. “That’s one of the
keys to making our green initiative work
because every single department and every
member has a different perspective on a
variety of issues.” Washington Hospital’s

Green Team has implemented several
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rojects including a house-wide recycling
rogram that includes recycling wood,
ardboard, batteries, and electronic equip-
ent, and composting food waste. By in-

reasing environmental awareness and ac-
ountability, the hospital is setting a good
xample for the community to become
ore energized and excited about their re-

ycling programs at home, says Kelly.
A key initiative is an effort to reduce the

nvironmental impact of improper disposal
f medication. Providing leadership in the
ommunity, Washington Hospital part-
ered with Union Sanitary Water District to
ffer a pharmaceutical take-back program
or the public. The program is unique be-
ause it allows anyone—patients, staff, or just
alk-in citizens of the community to drop
ff unused medications, not just the medi-
ations they use while in the hospital. In
009, the hospital collected one ton of med-
cations that otherwise would have gone
nto the sewer system or a landfill.5 The pro-
gram provides a community service as well
as vital educational information for the hos-
pital and the surrounding community.

Kaiser Permanente’s food program and
farmer’s market initiatives have created a
national buzz. With its massive purchas-
ing power and millions of members, Kai-
ser’s commitment to providing healthful
food and community service is upheld by
providing locally farm fresh food as part of
hospital service. Initiated in 2003 by a Kai-
ser physician, Preston Manning, Kaiser
Permanente facilities throughout the
United States began partnering with local
farmers to bring fresh food directly to pa-
tients and staff. There are markets at over
30 hospitals in six states. Farmers markets
offer the opportunity for Kaiser Perma-
nente staff, patients, and the local commu-
nity to learn about the benefits of fresh
local food, good nutrition, as well as sup-
port local community businesses. Provid-
ing fresh food fits supports the preventa-
tive medicine emphasis at Kaiser.

Fostering ecological sustainability is the
next step for our healthcare system to bring
in alignment the successful health benefits
of modern medicine with the growing needs
of our communities and environments to
support global health. By procuring health-

ier produce, becoming carbon neutral, and
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demonstrating a commitment to local and
regional environmental health, hospitals be-
come leaders for advocating for a healthy
and sustainable future.
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