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Today running order

1. Carbon footprints – A brief overview 

2. Impacts of the climate emergency in 
and around Tower Hamlets

3. Carbon Footprint of primary care -
hotspots

4. What can we do in our practices?



Dr Matt Sawyer

Medical doctor – GP for >15 years

Environmental MSc

Working on how to help primary 
care reach Net Zero 

Runs own sustainability 
consultancy seesustainability.co.uk

Carbon Literacy training

Carbon footprinting of practices

https://seesustainability.co.uk/


My carbon footprint today

Zoom meeting (or other similar video conferencing app)

• 10g per hour on laptop

• 50g per hour on desk top

=100g CO2e for today.

Or 234 miles (one way) = ~200g/mile = 46.8kg

=> 100kg CO2e (return)

Blog at seesustainability.co.uk/blog/f/carbon-footprint-of-meetings---on-and-off-line



What is a carbon footprint?

“A carbon footprint is the total 
greenhouse gas emissions caused 
by an individual, event, 
organization, service, place or 
product, expressed as carbon 
dioxide equivalent.”

Average UK Footprint (CO2e)

• 35kg/day -> 13 tonnes/ year -> Over 1,000 tonnes/lifetime

Aim (to limit warning to >1.5°C)

• 8kg/day -> 3 tonnes/year -> 240 tonnes/lifetime



NHS carbon footprint…

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

The mortality cost of carbon

“Adding 4,434 metric tons of 
carbon dioxide in 2020 
causes one excess death 
globally in expectation 
between 2020-2100.”

www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-24487-w

Total emissions
NHS 25 million tonnes CO2e
Primary care  5.75 million tonnes CO2e

Annual deaths 
NHS 5,640
Primary care  1,300

and effect



It’s real
It’s us

It’s here
It’s now

There is hope



Inequality

• Wealth

• Colour

• Gender

• Housing

• Access

• Education

• Health conditions

• Age

• Language

• Excluded

• Vulnerability 



Impacts of climate change – here and now

sealevel.climatecentral.org/maps

15 per cent of London 

lies on the floodplain of 

the Thames and its 

tributaries, and there 

are 1.5 million people 

and 480,000 properties 
there already.



Flooding

“I spotted a woman who was stuck in her car as the water is so deep.
“She was crying so I went up to her and helped her out of her car 
through the window.
“The water was up to my knees and I carried her to safety.

We're all pulling together to try and protect the houses. The rain's 
stopped for the moment but the water is up to my knees



Mental health impacts of flooding

www.gov.uk/guidance/flooding-and-health-national-study assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/589095/NSFH_first_year_report_infographic_1.pdf

Anxiety 

Distress

Loss of control

Post traumatic distress

Shock

Breakdown of routine, 
household activities Clean up – went well?

Fear of future events

Financial impact

Isolation 

Breakdown of support, friends

Loss – access to healthcare, prescriptions

Loss - employment

Loss – access to community facilities

Loss – physical possessions 



Heat and rising temperatures
August 2020 heatwave alone accounted for 
1,734 deaths (www.kcl.ac.uk/news/invisible-

heatwaves-pose-a-much-greater-risk-than-most-britons-
recognise)

There is a positive association between 
increasing temperatures and A&E 
department attendance 
researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4657417/)

Odds of dying from strokes and respiratory 
causes increased by over 10 per cent for 
every 1C rise in temperature 
(www.nature.com/articles/nclimate2123)

assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/535167
/SA_Report_cards_Climate.pdf

Average summer temperatures in the South East are 
expected to rise up to 4°C under a 2°C global warming 
scenario.

journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0217592

Analysis of impact of global 
warming on cities says London 
could have a climate like 
Barcelona

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/invisible-heatwaves-pose-a-much-greater-risk-than-most-britons-recognise


Impact
Air pollution



Air pollution

Significant associations between long-term exposure 
to NO2 and lung function in children, respiratory 
infections in early childhood and effects on adult 
lung function

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/411756/COMEAP_The_evidence_for_the_effects_of_nitrogen_dioxide.pdf

https://www.epa.gov/no2-pollution/basic-information-about-no2 https://naei.beis.gov.uk/emissionsapp/



All doom and gloom?



The prize…if the UK met its current climate commitments…

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

Relationship between climate change and health

AND 5,640 
annual 
global 
deaths 



What is the footprint 
of the NHS?

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

NHS total 
25 million tonnes

Primary care 
5.75 million tonnes



Our emissions, our responsibility



Activity CO2e per activity Number per year

Cataract operation 182kg

GP appointment 66kg

Ventolin inhaler 25kg 

Flu vaccine 1.7kg

Omeprazole 
(1 month)

0.45kg

Activity CO2e per activity Number per year Total emissions (kg 

CO2e)

Cataract operation 182kg 330,000 60 million

GP appointment 66kg 300 million 19,800 

million

Ventolin inhaler 25kg 21.7 million 

prescriptions 

for salbutamol

542 million

Flu vaccine 1.7kg 7.26 million 12 million

Omeprazole 

(1 month)

0.45kg 31.5 million 

prescription

14 million



40

13

48

Non clinical

MDI

Pharma

Sources of carbon in primary care

Clinical
Non clinical

Energy
Staff travel
Patient travel
Services
Medical supplies
Office supplies

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

kilotonne
s CO2e

%

MDI 767 13

Pharma and 
chemicals

2,750 48



Energy

Patient travel
Staff travel

Business 
services

Procurement

Carbon hotspots in primary care

What is the footprint of running my practice?



Travel
Staff travel
Cumulative 365,000 km/227,000 
miles pa

= 46,000 kg CO2e
= 1,891 days of life lost 
= 5 years 66 days

Patient travel
Cumulative 250,000 km/155,000 
miles pa

= 23,500 kg CO2e
= 1,291 days of life lost 

= 3 years 196 days







A roadmap for primary care

1. Become aware
Carbon literacy training

2. “Know your number”
Carbon footprint of practices

3. Turn intention into action –
have a plan

4. Declare a climate emergency



1. Carbon literacy

How to educate, engage and empower staff “An awareness of the carbon 

costs and impacts of 

everyday activities and the 

ability and motivation to 

reduce emissions, on an 

individual, community and 

organisational basis.” 



2. Carbon footprint

Carbon hotspots in primary care



2. Carbon footprint



3. Practice Decarbonisation Plan



Aim/target

Area Current 

footprint (2021)

3 years time 6 years time 9 years time

% reduction How % reduction How % reduction How

Energy –

electricity

Gas

Travel – staff

Travel – patient

Business services

Procurement –

Medical

Procurement –

Office 

Total 

3. Practice Decarbonisation Plan
Including how to educate, engage and empower staff with green communities





Green Impact for Health

www.greenimpact.org.uk/giforhealth

This toolkit can help 
any general practice 
improve their 
sustainability and 
environmental impact; 
reduce their harmful 
impact on planetary 
health, the risks of 
climate change and 
reduce their practice 
expenses.

http://www.greenimpact.org.uk/giforhealth


4. Declare a climate emergency
How to educate and engage staff and patients



What can I do?

Air pollution is well recognised as 
an urgent public health 
emergency: it causes up to 36,000 
deaths, over 20,000 respiratory 
and cardiovascular hospital 
admissions and 6 million sick days 
every year in the UK 

Resources for healthcare 
professionals are available

www.actionforcleanair.org.uk/knowledge-hub-health



Who else is talking about carbon, and the 
climate and ecological emergency? 

www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/a-net-zero-nhs



Support

If you think your friends, family, 
patients, work colleagues are 
doing a good job. 

Tell them

You are not alone

Use your respected voice to 
tackle inequality

Turn intention into action





Resources

SEE Sustainability seesustainability.co.uk 

UKHACC www.ukhealthalliance.org/carbon-literacy-guide

Centre for Sustainable Healthcare 
sustainablehealthcare.org.uk/courses/introduction-sustainable-healthcare

Green Impact for Health – Toolkit www.greenimpact.org.uk/giforhealth

The Carbon Literacy Project carbonliteracy.com

http://www.ukhealthalliance.org/carbon-literacy-guide/
http://sustainablehealthcare.org.uk/courses/introduction-sustainable-healthcare
http://www.greenimpact.org.uk/giforhealth
https://carbonliteracy.com/


Thank you

Any Questions?

seesustainability.co.uk
Email : matt@seesustainability.co.uk


