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Introduction

To achieve net-zero carbon emissions means decarbonising both clinical and non-

clinical carbon. This guide covers non-clinical carbon for general practice.

Warning ¥do not read from cover to cover!

The guide is designed to be picked up; read the section you want to act on and 

put in place one key action today. Then find another action tomorrowď

Å Over time, the number of actions taken will build. 

Å Make the actions part of a bigger practice wide strategy - they can be ticked 

off cumulatively.

You are in great company. Other GP practices are:

Å becoming carbon literate;

Å having their carbon footprint measured;

Å already greening their estates;

Å increasingly designing green action plans for their own practice;

Å signing up to become active practices or already designing active travel plans.

The Green Impact for Health toolkit ¥a sustainability accreditation scheme for GP 

practices ¥has over 1,000 practices taking part. This means more than 15% of all 

GP practices are using the toolkit!

We can do this!



Disclaimer 

This guide is licenced for use in your practice and by your practice staff only. It may not be amended and 

republished in any form.

It is not to be shared outside your practice without express permission from NENC ICS.

The information in this guide is considered to be true and correct at the date of publication.

The information contained in this guide includes information derived from various third parties that are neither 

endorsed nor supported by NENC ICS. NENC ICS takes no responsibility for the accuracy, currency, reliability and 

correctness of any information included in the Information provided by third parties nor for the accuracy, 

currency, reliability and correctness of links or references to information sources (including Internet Sites) outside 

of the guide.

NENC ICS have no liability (including liability by reason of negligence) to the users for any loss, damage, cost or 

expense incurred or arising by reason of any person using or relying on the information and whether caused by 

reason of any error, negligent act, omission or misrepresentation in the Information or otherwise.
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Going net-zero



Along with the UK government and other businesses and organisations, the NHS in the UK has been proactive 

in implementing sustainability in healthcare by setting targets and developing the ¡Delivering a Net Zero NHS¢ 

published in Oct 2020. Wales has a decarbonisation plan, Scotland is process of developing a plan, NI has yet 

to endorse their targets .

The carbon footprint of the health service is notoriously large ¥the NHS produces 5.4% of the UK¢s 

greenhouse gas emissions. The NHS is also responsible for 3.5% of all road travel in England, producing 

significant air pollution.

This meansall aspects of the NHS are required to take action and this guide is designed to make it easyfor 

you to start taking action on your non-clinical carbon impacts with the target of reducing your impacts by 

2045. Although the Greener NHS has a 2045 ambition, the quicker we can reduce our emissions, the greater

chance to limit any climate change catastrophe, so aiming for a more ambitious 2025 or 2030 target is ideal!

In each section this guide highlights:

ÅThe quick and easywins and longer-term changes

ÅHow to take action

ÅHow to monitor and measureyour improvements

Dr Matthew Sawyer, 

GP and founder of SEE Sustainability

Let¢s join the healthcare net-zero

movement and decarbonise primary care

*The NHS has committed to decarbonising by 2045, however, to prevent the worst impacts of the climate crisis, we should be aiming 

to decarbonise as rapidly as achievable - by 2025 if possible - and not delay starting to take action.

The NHS contributes to 5.4% of the UK¢s carbon emissions.

https://gov.wales/nhs-wales-decarbonisation-strategic-delivery-plan
https://www.gov.scot/publications/securing-green-recovery-path-net-zero-update-climate-change-plan-20182032/pages/15/
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-2022/2021/aera/1421.pdf


What could a net -zero 
practice in 2030 look like?

Imagine your practice with low or no energy bills, fewer asthma patients, healthy staff 
members who cycle to work dailyď

This may sound like a big ask for your organisation, but practices around the country 
are already taking steps by:

Å Reducing their energy use

Å Having travel initiatives for staff and patients alike

Å Setting up ¡green teams¢ to encourage and inspire behaviour change

Å Working with suppliers to look for low carbon and environmentally responsible 
options

This guide will support you on your journey to make a net -zero practice by 2030 less of 
a dream and more of a reality.

125,000 lives
could be saved each year by 2040 by meeting the minimum climate emissions, 

according to a study by the Lancet*.

*Source: The public health implications of the Paris Agreement: a modelling study, The Lancet, February 2021, 

www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542 -5196(20)30249-7/fulltext#seccestitle10

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30249-7/fulltext#seccestitle10


What does net zero mean?

Along with the UK government and other businesses and organisations, the NHS has 

committed to be net -zero by 2045 and decarbonise its direct emissions from its 

operation by 80% by 2028-2032. The NENC ICS 2030 vision to be the greenest region in 

England

Working to net -zero means measuring and reducing as many emissions as possible with 

offsetting being the last resort. Using a carbon-reduction hierarchy can help:

GLOSSARY

ÅCarbon footprint

The total amount of greenhouse gas emissions released 

into the atmosphere that is produced directly or 

indirectly by human activities. The standard unit of 

measurement for carbon footprints is carbon dioxide 

equivalents (CO2e).

ÅNet-zero

A £net-zero¤ target refers to reaching net-zero carbon 

emissions by a selected date where carbon emissions are 

balanced with those being absorbed.

ÅZero emissions

Zero emissions are when no carbon is emitted resulting 

in no net release of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.

ÅCarbon negative

The reduction of an entity¢s carbon footprint to less than 

neutral, so that the entity has a net effect 

of removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere rather 

than adding it.

Avoid

Reduce

Replace

Offset

Can emissions or activities be avoided?

*Offsetting is controversial and should not be relied upon in a carbon reduction strategy. 

If they can¢t be avoided, can they be reduced?

If they can¢t be reduced, can high carbon 

sources be replaced with low carbon sources?

If emissions can¢t be avoided, reduced or 

replaced, then offsetting can be considered*.

https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/publication/delivering-a-net-zero-national-health-service/


What are scopes 
1, 2 and 3?

Carbon emissions can be grouped into categories depending on 
where they arise and where they are used by a business.

The Greenhouse Gas Protocolhas categorised emissions in the 
following way:

ÅScope 1 ¥direct emissions created by an organisation through fuel 
combustion and owned vehicles. For primary care, the scope 1 
emissions relate to heating and cooling of buildings and any 
practice owned vehicles.

ÅScope 2 ¥indirect emissions from electricity and energy 
production.

ÅScope 3 ¥all the indirect emissions from suppliers, purchases, 
transport. For a practice, this includes medicines and chemicals 
(the biggest impact for primary care), medical and office 
equipment and consumables plus staff and patient travel and all 
the services we use to run our practices.

https://ghgprotocol.org/


The biggest carbon impacts 

from healthcare

Healthcare has an environmental impact and generates carbon 

emissions. 

In 2020, the Lancet* calculated the whole of the NHS generated 25 

megatons of CO2e, with primary care being responsible for nearly 25% 

of the emissions.

*Source: www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542 -5196(20)30121-2/fulltext

Contribution of different sectors to the greenhouse gas emissions of the NHS 

England, 2019** 

**Source: www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542 -5196(20)30271-0/fulltext

Globally, the healthcare sector causes a substantial share of the 

world¢s emissions of greenhouse gases and air pollutants: 

Å4.4% of greenhouse gases

Å2.8% of harmful particulate matter (air particles)

Å3.4% of nitrogen oxides 

Å3.6% of sulphur dioxide

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30121-2/fulltext
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30271-0/fulltext


Non-clinical emission 

hotspots from primary care
Energy

37%

Patient travel
14%

Staff travel
18%

Business services
23%

Procurement
8%

In primary care:

Å40% of the emission footprint is due to non -clinical carbon from the running 

of the practice including energy use, transport of staff and patients, business 

services and procurement.

Å60% is due to pharmaceuticals and chemicals and gases from inhalers. 

The hotspots in primary care for non-clinical carbon emissions depend on the 

practice list size, location, building type and services provided.

The major emission hotspots will include:

ÅEnergy use ¥for both gas and electricity

ÅTravel ¥for both patients and staff*

ÅBusiness services ¥covering accountancy, IT, waste services etc.

ÅProcurement ¥covering medical and non-medical equipment and 

consumables

Other areas ¥such as water, food and drink and recycling are responsible for 

smaller proportions of emissions but can be included in your practice plans.

*pre Covid19

Getting started doesn¢t necessarily mean tackling the biggest 

areas. It¢s a combination of addressing the biggest areas and the 

easy-wins. 

The easy wins also motivate your team and build momentum.



5 benefits of climate action for practices

£Healthier populations will prove more resilient to future 

health threats, thus reducing economic consequences. 

Finally, whole societies profit when disparities between 

the most privileged and those most vulnerable to the 

impacts of climate change and disease are reduced.¤

The Lancet, February 2021

2. Business continuity 

and resilience
allowing us to continue to 

provide care to our patients

1. Positive physical and 

mental health impacts 
on staff and patients

3. Financial savings 
by improving efficiency, reducing 

waste and changing service 

delivery models

4. Minimised reputational risk
by demonstrating that we recognise the 

impact healthcare has on the planet

5. Safer and fairer communities
by recognising and addressing the 

health impacts of climate change, which 

exacerbate existing inequalities

Taking action has lots of additional co-benefits. If you need to develop a business case for your organisation, these are some aspects to focus on:



Getting started with 
net-zero

To get startedď

Audit your impacts by establishing your carbon footprint.

If you have not already done so, the first step is to audit your carbon 
footprint so you know what the big issues are and you can monitor the 
improvements from your actions and interventions.

There are plenty of carbon calculators and tools to use, for example SEE 
Sustainability, Compare Your Footprint or Smart Carbonwho offers a 
simple and cost-effective way for you to measure the carbon footprint of 
your operations. 

You can use external consultants like SEE Sustainability, use a guide to 
rough calculation can be found here, or head to each section of this guide 
monitoring and measuring suggestions.

Examples of carbon footprints conducted at a range of services in Salford 
CCG are available here.

http://www.seesustainability.co.uk/
https://compareyourfootprint.com/
https://www.smartcarboncalculator.com/
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/15947d70-9404-4d54-921d-79cf246e9dc0/downloads/Pulse%20article%20p34-36_Jun2021_going%20green.pdf?ver=1622658961532
https://blobby.wsimg.com/go/15947d70-9404-4d54-921d-79cf246e9dc0/Summary%20of%20a%20carbon%20footprint%20pilot%20scheme%20of%20.pdf


Developing a business case

Write a simple narrative to demonstrate how providing more 

environmentally sustainable healthcare benefits the practice.

Estimate quantifiable savings and benefits. Identify a process to 

regularly capture these savings.

Intangible benefits ¥record but don¢t quantify ¥yet! Include 

reputation, staff morale and motivation, productivity, future proofing.

Balance against costs of proposed changes. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

Making an ethical case for sustainable business practices is easy. For the good of our species and our planet, we all need tocome together to 
reduce our environmental impact, because the ramifications of failing to do so are dire.

Making a financial case for sustainable business practices is easy. There are many financial benefits for a practice in the long term from taking 
action to reduce our resource or energy use. Energy savings are recurring so worth a huge amount over the years to come. 

Sustainable practices are those that: 

1. at minimum do not harm people or the planet and 

2. create better outcomes for patients by focusing on improving environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance of the practice.

Building a business case isn¢t a one-and-done endeavour, but rather a living and breathing process in which we should position o urselves to be 
nimble and proactive.

Through regular dialogue with staff and patient, a practice with a sustainability agenda is better positioned to anticipate a nd react to economic, 
social, environmental, and regulatory changes as they arise.

Managing risks therefore requires making investment decisions today for longer-term benefits of our patients and staff. 

Embedded sustainability efforts clearly result in a positive impact on business performance. 



How to bring your stakeholders 
on your net -zero journey

1. Get to know what your team cares about and look 

at where sustainability comes into it. It could be 

small things like a recycling bin or tea bags to big 

things like procurement and medication.

2. Set up a green team or green community with 

representatives from across the practice.

3. Discuss the findings of your carbon footprint audit 

with the green team or your whole team.

4. Develop your existing green action plan or create 

a net-zero action plan with targets for each impact 

area. For inspiration use this guide and the 

resources within it.

5. Engage your supply chain ¥and patients ¥in 

setting targets, asking for their input, and creating 

a sense that ¡we are in it together¢.

6. Meet regularly to feedback on progress and 

troubleshoot challenges.

7. Celebrateand acknowledge incremental 

improvements throughout the year. Human brains 

need short-term rewards to keep motivated for 

long-term goals.












































































































