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Summary 

We, the International Federation of Medical Students’ Associations (IFMSA), affirm 
our belief that hospitals and healthcare facilities play an important role in shaping 
healthier environments for better human health. 
 
In providing patient care, hospitals and healthcare facilities have an impact on the 
natural environment. From energy consumption to waste disposal, healthcare 
facilities contribute to environmental pollution, which, if not managed properly, pose 
serious risks to human health and contribute to a growing burden posed by climate 
change. Improving environmental sustainability can also be a cost saving exercise 
and strengthen healthcare systems and institutions.  
 
The International Federation of Medical Students’ Associations recognizes the 
potential impact that healthcare facilities have on the environment, and hence call for 
common actions to promote and integrate environmental sustainability into the 
routine functioning of healthcare facilities. 
 
Introduction 

Climate change is the biggest global health threat of the 21st century [1]. Rising 
global temperatures and extreme climate conditions create health burdens, which 
are exacerbated by changing disease patterns, water and food insecurity, population 
displacement and increasing prevalence of vector-borne illnesses.  
 
Hospitals are energy- and resource-intensive facilities that exert stress on the 
environment, and as such, contribute to the burden of adverse health effects 
associated with climate change. The carbon footprint of the health sector alone may 
contribute to as much as 25% of total public sector emissions [2]. Apart from being 
one of the most energy-consuming type of public facility, hospitals are also the key 
producers of massive amounts of environmental waste, including, but not limited to, 
toxins, hazardous substances and polluted water. 
 
By reducing its carbon footprint and enacting greater environmental stewardship, the 
health sector can demonstrate a path forward in tackling climate change, thereby 
playing a leadership role in creating a healthier and more sustainable future. 
Additionally, environmental sustainability is often linked with financial sustainability, 



 
 
 

offering institutions an even greater incentive to reduce their environmental impact. 
[3] 
 
As recognized by the Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion [4], a stable eco-system 
and sustainable resources are two of the fundamental conditions and requirements 
for health. Therefore, healthcare facilities, as guardians of human health, have 
unavoidable responsibilities to engage in more active climate change mitigation 
strategies, as suggested in the 2009 World Health Organization (WHO) report on 
“Protecting Health from Climate Change: Connecting Science, Policy and People”.[5]  
 
Furthermore, as recognized by the 2015 Lancet Commission on Climate Change 
and Health, health professionals have an important political role to play in advocating 
for a healthier future.[10] Communicating the global health threat posed by climate 
change and the opportunities afforded by action can stimulate social and political 
action, and the health community can bring political lessons from public health crises 
such as tobacco control to show how rogue industries and entrenched interests can 
be overcome. To strengthen this role, health sector organizations should divest from 
the fossil fuel industry – as they did from the tobacco industry in previous years – to 
stigmatize the health-threatening business practices of these companies and remove 
the social capital that allows them to continue subverting legislative attempts to 
mitigate climate change.[11] 
 
The Global Green and Healthy Hospitals Agenda provides a comprehensive 
approach to supporting existing efforts and encourage new efforts to promote greater 
sustainability and environmental health inclusion in the health sector in an effort to 
reduce the environmental impact and strengthen healthcare systems. [6] There is 
also published evidence of means to improve hospital environmental sustainability in 
the areas of hospital design, energy, water, travel, procurement, waste and behavior 
of healthcare staff. [3] 
 
The Global Green and Healthy Hospitals Network has also recently established the 
‘2020 Healthcare Climate Challenge’, a worldwide campaign to mobilize hospitals 
and health systems to pledge to reduce their public footprint and protect public 
health from climate change, based on three pillars: 

1. Mitigation - reducing health care’s own carbon footprint.  
2. Resilience - preparing for the impacts of extreme weather and the shifting 

burden of disease. 
3. Leadership - educating staff and the public while promoting policies to protect 

public health from climate change. [7] 
 
Main text 

Representing future physicians, the International Federation of Medical Students’ 
Associations recognizes the importance to advocate for the development of 
environmentally sustainable healthcare facilities, and therefore calls for: 
 



 
 
 

1. Governments to develop national cross-disciplinary strategies to regulate and 
effectively reduce the health sector’s contribution to environmental pollution.  
 
2. All sectors to recognize the responsibilities and active roles that healthcare 
facilities should play in creating healthier global environments to improve the health 
of populations.  
 
3. Accreditation bodies to incorporate environmental stewardship and sustainability 
practices into accreditation standards for healthcare facilities. [8] 
 
4. The health sector to mitigate climate change by taking steps to reduce its carbon 
footprint as proposed by the WHO and Health Care without Harm, in areas such as: 
energy consumption, building design, transportation, food supply, water 
management, and waste disposal [8].  
 
5. For educational efforts to create awareness amongst the public regarding the 
impact of the health sector on the environment, and provide information that allows 
them to make informed decisions that would encourage health care facilities to 
mitigate their environmental impact. 
 
6. Healthcare institutions  and systems to endorse the Global Green and Healthy 
Hospitals Agenda  by committing to begin implementing at least two goals and to 
adopt measurable, reportable, and verifiable environmental management strategies, 
and to establish sustainable development committees in every hospital to monitor 
their progress. [5] 
 
7. Healthcare institutions to join the Global Green and Healthy Hospitals Network 
and/or establish other networks to exchange successful strategies on sustainable 
development.  
 
8. Health workers to assist development of sustainable healthcare facilities by 
investigating methods through which hospitals can integrate sustainability practices 
into routine functioning, and request adoption of better practices. 
 
9. Medical teaching institutions to include in their curriculums the association 
between climate change and health, as well as the role of the health sector in 
creating healthier environments. 
 
10. Medical students to advocate for environmentally sustainable healthcare 
facilities. 
 
11. Health sector organizations and facilities to become vocal political advocates at 
national and international levels for strong climate mitigation policies, and to support 
this advocacy work by divesting from the fossil fuel industry. 
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