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Background

The world’s scientists are now unanimous that climate change is not just inevitable but that it has already begun.  All over the world people are reporting extreme flooding, hurricanes and drought.  

The NHS is the third largest organisation in Europe with 1.2 million direct employees, an annual energy budget of £400 million and carbon emissions of 1 million tonnes.  Sustainable development within the NHS would make a big difference – not just in terms of the sheer size of the service but also because of the symbolic value of healthcare within society.  

Within the NHS there are many people motivated to be more sustainable, but most of them are frustrated by the lack of available information on what is already being done, what works and what doesn’t work, and what they can do. 

There is continuing pressure at the organisational level too, where it is becoming increasingly difficult to meet Government year-on-year carbon reduction targets. The need for information to inform decision making has never been more critical. 

The Paradox

Making patients healthy – that’s the reason for the health service.  But in improving the health of patients the NHS is at the same time contributing to a global catastrophe which will have very dire consequences for people’s health.  The health sector should be leading the way in terms of change, but in fact it is trailing embarrassingly behind both the private sector and other public sectors. 

To resolve the paradox we need to create a sustainable health service that doesn’t compromise the health of future generations.  

The Need 

One problem faced by all those within the NHS working on sustainability is that reliable, well organised information on what will make a difference is not available.  The information may exist, but it is not easily accessible in one place and not structured to help people make decisions.  Different organisations within the NHS such as PASA, Trusts, the PCTs and the food services increasingly have sustainability staff or groups but these people are often not connected with one another and are sometimes asked to take on a sustainability role on top of other responsibilities which means that they need access to the right information quickly in order to be effective.  

There is also a huge amount of experience and information outside the NHS in groups such as The Carbon Trust, the Sustainable Development Commission, WRAP and research departments, some of which are already working with the NHS, but the information is at present available only through the separate organisations. If it could be brought together in a useable format for people in the NHS within a single interface that is inter-operable with existing sources of information, it would save a lot of people a lot of time and encourage many more to be sustainable.

Many decisions are made on the basis of word-of-mouth recommendations or serendipitous knowledge of isolated interventions. One of the current dilemmas with ‘green solutions’ is that they are often developed very quickly, which is understandable given the urgency of climate change.  While they might solve one particular problem, they may cause others – as in the case of biofuel.  Also, with information coming mostly from the people who make and sell the products it is very hard to get a comprehensive picture of the alternatives. What’s needed is an evidence base that would allow both a sharing of experience and a systematic appraisal of the strengths and weaknesses of different initiatives. 

The Sustainable Health Evidence Base for Action (SHEBA)

The Campaign for Greener Healthcare proposes to create SHEBA, the Sustainable Health Evidence Base for Action, drawing on the expertise of the many organisations and individuals addressing issues of sustainability both within and outside the NHS. 

A shared resource designed to support a variety of initiatives, SHEBA will be the best single source of evidence on the effectiveness of actions and practices designed to improve the sustainability of the National Health Service of the UK as measured by carbon use. SHEBA will lead internationally on collecting the evidence for sustainability in healthcare.

We propose that the Campaign for Greener Healthcare leads a consortium of organisations in overseeing the development of SHEBA as a common resource. Our intention is to provide information for decision making, and we expect SHEBA to include collections such as  

· Topic reviews – Broad reviews of topics, drawing on business cases and systematic reviews of specific actions and activities.

· Business cases & systematic reviews – Structured, transparent reviews of case studies and scientific reports. 

· Case Studies and Reports  - Descriptions of individual projects and initiatives. 

· Scientific Articles – Field experiments and other scientific work that might usefully inform decisions about what actions to take and what to avoid. 

· Product Reports – Reports contributed by industry

· Methodology articles – Articles on how best to measure and evaluate different initiatives

· Questions and Answers – Forums for sharing experience and opinion.

· Government policy papers and guidelines

· Legislation and legal requirements – The latest in UK and European legislation.

We propose to make use of so-called Web 2.0 or social computing approaches to acquire much of the content for the database. For example, stakeholders, including users of the database, will be invited to contribute product reports, case studies and reports of scientific research in a structured format. They will also be invited to comment on contributions submitted by others. In a similar vein, business cases and topic reviews would be communally authored and updated, although for reasons of quality control we would expect these to be overseen by an editorial board and have named authors and editors. These efforts would be supported by centralised systematic searches of existing databases for relevant material.

A standard taxonomy of healthcare and sustainability is needed to tie together the various content types and support search and retrieval functionality.  The taxonomy could also be used outside SHEBA for other resources and networks to attach themselves to the resource.  We expect this taxonomy to emerge from the work of an information scientist charged with reaching an agreement amongst the contributing organisations. This could be the first step toward an internationally recognised taxonomy for sustainability and health. 

We propose that SHEBA be governed by a steering group formed from a collaboration of organisations interested in sustainable healthcare and evidence-based decision making. The role of the Campaign for Greener Healthcare will be to:

(1) organise a consortium of stakeholders to contribute to the resource.   We propose to assemble and manage editorial teams, drawn from interested organisations.

(2) create standard structures for the documents comprising the collection and develop the technical infrastructure needed to create and maintain SHEBA using international standards for evidence in sustainable interventions.  

This resource will be focused on the requirements of healthcare organisations, but will also be of enormous value to the rest of society – particularly in the absence of any systematic collection of evidence on what works to reduce carbon and increase sustainability in general.

The Campaign for Greener Healthcare

The Campaign for Greener Healthcare is committed to complementing sustainability efforts already underway in the NHS by supporting actions on the ground and removing barriers to change. It is part of the charity Knowledge Into Action which seeks to transform healthcare through the mobilisation of knowledge. 

Members of the CGH team are highly experienced in projects such as SHEBA, having been instrumental in creating the UK’s National Library for Health, the National Research Register and The Cochrane Library.

With a team of staff who has all worked in the NHS at some stage, and many of whom have information science backgrounds, we are in an excellent position to engage the relevant partners from within the NHS and from the private sector to pull together the sources of information needed for change.

Conclusion

With the climate changing healthcare organisations need to make important decisions about sustainability and health. These decisions must be based on reliable evidence informed by high quality information. SHEBA will provide this information. 
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