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The Norwegian Directorate of Health has reviewed the
greenhouse gas emissions generated by health and care
services. The report provides a basis for developing a
roadmap towards a more sustainable health and care sector.
Together with health authorities from approximately 70 countries, Norway has
committed to the health programme that was adopted at the UN Climate Change
Conference in Glasgow (COP26) in 2021 (1, 2). For Norway, this entails a commitment

to the green transition through three specific deliverables: a review of the status of
greenhouse gas emissions in the health and care sector, a national analysis of
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vulnerability and the need for adaptation related to climate change and health, as well
as the development of a roadmap that provides direction for a sustainable low-emission
health and care sector by 2050.

The Norwegian Directorate of Health recently published a report that provides a status
update for greenhouse gas emissions in the health and care sector (3). Together with the
Norwegian Institute of Public Health's analysis of vulnerability and the need for
adaptation (4), this report forms an important basis for the efforts to develop a roadmap
that promotes awareness and mobilisation for climate action in the health sector. The
work on the roadmap is led by the Ministry of Health and Care Services and is
scheduled to be completed in 2023. Through the commitments associated with the
COP26 Health Programme, the health sector has been given a clear mandate to
intensify its climate efforts, as described in this article. Based on the report, we will
now review the Norwegian Directorate of Health's recommendations for further work
in this area.

Estimated greenhouse gas emissions

The Norwegian Directorate of Health's report on greenhouse gas emissions included a
rough estimate of total emissions in the specialist health service and primary health and
care services. The estimate was calculated based on a standardised framework for
quantifying and reporting emissions, known as the Greenhouse Gas Protocol (GHG
Protocol) (5). According to this protocol, emissions are divided into three categories
(referred to as 'scopes'): direct emissions that the organisation has control over (scope
1), indirect emissions related to energy use (scope 2), and other indirect emissions, such
as those from the procurement of goods and services, business travel and waste
management (scope 3).

«The specialist health service in Norway has total emissions of 1.3
million tonnes of CO, equivalents»

There is already a good national overview of direct emissions and emissions related to
energy use (scopes 1 and 2) in the specialist health service (6). However, for the
indirect emissions from, for example, the procurement of goods and services (scope 3),
no national figures are available yet, but previous estimates within the organisations
have shown that these constitute the majority of emissions (64-91 %) (3). A simple
calculation demonstrated that the specialist health service in Norway has total
emissions of 1.3 million tonnes of COy equivalents. In comparison, Norway reported
total national emissions of 48.9 million tonnes of CO» equivalents under the Paris
Agreement in 2022 (7).

There is no national dataset for the primary health and care sector, and the availability
of data is limited. Through online searches, we identified 22 municipalities with a total
of 1.4 million inhabitants that had available data for emissions in health and care
services, estimated using the Klimakost calculation method (8) for the period 2015-22.
By using data on the number of inhabitants or economic consumption in the
municipalities, we have estimated that the primary health and care service also has total
emissions of around 1.3 million tonnes of CO» equivalents.
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The estimates in the report are uncertain and are impacted by the assumptions used in
the calculations. Nevertheless, the figures demonstrate that the health and care sector
accounts for considerable emissions. The report also mentions the central health
administration, which has lower emissions than the specialist health service and the
primary health and care services but can play an important part as a role model for
other actors.

Recommendations from the Norwegian Directorate of
Health

In the report, we present three main recommendations for the further work on reducing
emissions in the health and care sector.

Improving the data

The first recommendation is about improving and further developing the raw data for
measuring emissions in the sector. There is still a lot of important work to be done here.
This includes obtaining accurate data for indirect emissions and establishing relevant
indicators. We need better data to establish baselines, model forecasts for future
emissions and measure the effectiveness of interventions.

«We need better data to establish baseline values, model forecasts
for future emissions and measure the effectiveness of interventions»

Furthermore, emission data presented in an accessible format can be more easily
utilised as a management tool by national health authorities, health institutions and
local authorities. Therefore, with the assistance of student interns from Deloitte, the
Norwegian Directorate of Health and South-Eastern Norway Regional Health Authority
developed a visualisation tool (dashboard) to illustrate emissions from various sources,
broken down into hospitals and healthcare institutions (9). South-Eastern Norway
Regional Health Authority has further developed the concept into a publicly available
interactive tool that shows target achievement in healthcare institutions (10).

Common direction for the sector

Our second main recommendation is to establish a common direction and agree on
focus areas for reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the health sector. In the report, we
highlight areas where measures to reduce emissions can either be strengthened or
where there is a need to implement new measures. Examples of this relate to buildings,
energy use and transportation — both patient travel and employee transport. An
increasing number of healthcare institutions are concerned with reducing food waste,
and the procurement of food can be steered in a more climate-friendly and sustainable
direction. By reducing overtreatment and overdiagnosis whilst also improving patient
safety, the overall consumption of materials and resources can be reduced. These are
some of the areas where targeted measures will help to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions.
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«By reducing overtreatment and overdiagnosis whilst also
improving patient safety, the overall consumption of materials and
resources can be reduced»

Further development of these focus areas must be addressed through dialogue between
the health services and other relevant stakeholders during the development of the
roadmap. The Ministry of Health and Care Services has indicated its desire for broad
and inclusive processes.

Competence and cooperation

Our third main recommendation is to work systematically on enhancing competence,
disseminating knowledge and promoting dialogue and cooperation on climate change
and health within and around the sector. Many actors can make important contributions
to this effort, including service managers, professional associations, educational and
research institutions, and patient and service user organisations, to name a few. Both
undergraduate and postgraduate education programmes should more comprehensively
cover the climate perspective and the challenges we will face. We must strengthen
cross-sector cooperation in order to successfully implement the necessary changes.
Notably, we see that health and climate policies have areas of focus that promote both
climate and health goals — for example, the recommendations to follow national dietary
guidelines and increase the proportion of people cycling and walking instead of driving

(11).

The road ahead

In order to achieve the emission reduction targets, major rapid changes are needed — in
a time when the health sector is also facing other challenges. If we are to successfully
reduce emissions, we need a stronger focus, faster pace, better implementation, more
cooperation and a more systematic effort than what we have today. In the process of
writing this report, we at the Norwegian Directorate of Health have experienced that
compiling a comprehensive overview of greenhouse gas emissions in the health and
care service requires a large effort and considerable knowledge-gathering.

The Ministry of Health and Care Services is now taking the initial steps to create a
roadmap for the green transition in the health sector. The roadmap will serve as a
framework for the journey towards a sustainable, low-emission health and care sector.
We anticipate that the roadmap will point to specific measures and hold key
stakeholders accountable as well as all of us who will initiate and execute this work.

Through the health programme established at COP26, the health and care sector has
been given an even clearer mandate for its climate efforts. The work must also be seen
in conjunction with green transition efforts in other sectors and across administrative
levels. The Norwegian Directorate of Health is working to enhance its own efforts in
this area. However, to limit emissions and achieve climate-robust development in
Norway, we need coordinated and cross-sector efforts from the public, private and
voluntary sectors. There is no alternative other than to roll up our sleeves and solve this
together.
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