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2030: Looking back, what made the NHS sustainable?
Rewind 30 years – to when we relied on fossil fuels for daily living, when Bournemouth was still above sea level and global warming sounded like a brilliant opportunity to take summer holidays in Britain... Climate change up until very recently was something people could choose to believe or deny, with tabloid headlines as late as 2009 reading: “Almost half of Britons believes global warming is NOT caused by man” (1). This may or may not have been true, but the fact is many people at this time did close their ears to scientists and activists, deciding it wasn’t their problem.

Thankfully our country and the public’s opinion has changed quite drastically since then, with a focus on making the UK sustainable becoming one of the government’s top priorities. Every business and department has since been given a ‘green overhaul’, and the NHS was no exception.
At the beginning of this century, the UK was living the modern dream: everyone was entitled to own a car, to fly to Spain for a holiday, to eat strawberries in December. The health system in this country was one of the best in the world, providing comprehensive healthcare to all, free at the point of contact. However, it could not last. By 2008 the NHS was emitting 100 million tonnes of carbon a year, and spending £400 million a year on energy bills. So how did we get from there, to the NHS we know today?

Since the Lancet announcing (also in 2009) that “Climate change is the biggest global health threat of the 21st century” (2), doctors, nurses and managers alike have been sparked into movement. What was seen before as an optional hobby became the responsibility of everyone: to cut down carbon emissions, as well as spending in the NHS. There were many reasons for this change in public spirit, including the higher frequency of natural disasters, several reports warning of apocalyptic futures, and the need to drag the UK out of the economic lull it had been experiencing for years.
Government spending on the NHS has increased in the last few decades, and it has shown results. The health system is no longer in debt and the population is healthier than it ever has been. Three particular movements stand out, as having helped to make the NHS and the UK stand tall in the fight for sustainability.
· A focus on disease prevention rather than cure

· The UK increasing food production

· Increase in renewable resource use

Health Promotion and Disease Prevention

Over the years the approach to treating patients has changed hugely. Before, we would treat the disease and move on, not thinking about how we could have helped the patient to prevent it in the first place, and what to do next to stop a recurrence. Now, healthcare professionals generally practice in a much more holistic manner, with it being the norm for multidisciplinary teams to care for patients. 

Nurse-led clinics had been in existence for years, but nurses going into schools to educate children on topics such as safe sex, alcohol usage and obesity was a new measure. With their specialist knowledge, this intervention has been shown to reduce unhealthy behaviour in children. Teenage pregnancy, child obesity and diabetes have decreased, although this is due to many other factors as well (for example the narrowing economic inequality).

Increasing consultation times gave healthcare professionals more freedom to explore fully the patient’s health, and discover or even pre-empt any underlying problems. A push in funding for research on new vaccines has had an immense impact, with one of the most notable developments being that of a vaccine to stop cravings in ex-smokers (anti-tobaccimab). Screening has become much more comprehensive, meaning many more disorders are picked up sooner. 

All these measures have collectively improved the health of the population, leading to fewer hospital admissions, shorter hospital stays, and a healthier workforce.

Making a patient feel better is as much about the mind and lifestyle as it is about the medications you give. From the paternalistic approach of white-coat wearing doctors in the 20th century, to the more holistic form of medicine we practise now, we have seen a great improvement in general patient well-being. 

Food at Home

After the devastating floods a decade ago, we realised with a shock how reliant the UK had become on imports from other countries. With some of our major ports flooded and not functioning, we had to invent emergency strategies. Giving the UK more responsibility to farm and manage our land had many effects. The job market had never quite recovered from the two major economic crashes earlier on in the century, but with our food production increasing in such a short space of time many job opportunities opened up. The unemployment statistics were lower than they had been in 50 years and the carbon footprint of the food market was dramatically decreased.

[image: image2.jpg]


How did this affect the NHS? Well, most of our fast food had previously been produced in other countries, so the population’s diet was markedly better.  Being in employment in general is good for you, meaning people are less likely to become ill. The proportion of obese Britons had been increasing steadily for years, and it had been suggested this may have been more to do with less exercise than higher energy intake (3). It reached a peak in 2016 and has since then been rapidly declining; this is probably due to better diets and healthcare but also to increased manual labour with the number of jobs opening up for the unemployed.

Several health care trusts set up allotments and gardens for the patients to use whilst recovering from illness. This provided them with a sense of purpose and was shown to improve general well-being. The hospital kitchens benefited from the increase in fresh food, and the food miles used were much less.

Increase in renewable resources use

Ways of creating energy out of renewable resources have been known about since the early 1900’s, but only came into practical large-scale use much later on in the century (4). With most of the developed world reliant on energy available on tap, the fact that fossil fuels would inevitably run out weighed heavily on our minds. Countries in the Middle-East started requesting higher and higher prices for their fuels, and there were several well-publicised oil spills. Suddenly being able to make energy out of something clean, that we could get for free, seemed a lot more attractive.
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It was not long ago that wind turbines were something slightly out of the ordinary to glimpse on the horizon, and now they are part and parcel of the British landscape. Nuclear power came into play as early as the 1950’s but suffered a blow early this century due to lack of funding. Several plants were closed down. Government-funded plants were set up that were more efficient, and despite a few hurdles, now 55% of the UK’s energy comes from this source. 

The use of renewable power meant that the NHS was able to dramatically lower its carbon footprint. Most hospitals now have solar panels and ground-sourced heat pumps onsite, and are able to supply more than half their energy needs, with the rest coming mainly from external nuclear or wind companies. This has more than halved the energy bill, and reduced carbon emissions by an astonishing 80%.

The advent of globalisation, with air travel made so cheap and easy, was good in many ways and provided endless opportunities for mankind, but was also disastrous for the planet. Aeroplanes are responsible for vast amounts of carbon emissions, and many hospital supplies were previously procured from outside the country. Now they are mainly sourced from local suppliers, with as little packaging as possible. With video-link conferences becoming much more popular than travelling to conferences and meetings in person, the NHS has managed to cut down travel costs, both by car and by air. 

The new laws on recycling mean that healthcare trust have improved from recycling roughly 30% of their waste to 68% in the last 10 years, with some generating income by selling the waste metal (4). Recycling bins must be present in every room, with clear signs.

The UK and the NHS have both come a long way to sustainability, something we may have thought was impossible 20 years ago. We have set an example for the rest of the world, and must hope that the leading nations of China and the US will follow us. Perhaps the main thing that led to this was the idea of corporate citizenship; everyone participating and pulling together to give us a healthier nation, with a future.

Rosa Roberts
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