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The Sustainable Hospital 

Creating Change Through Empowering Your Colleagues 
 

Your Vision and Why You Care 
 

Imagine something, a person or someplace which is important to you. Is it your children,  

grandchildren, friends, fur babies, the ability to travel the world, outdoor pursuits such as  

camping at your favourite spot in the bush, fishing, hiking? See it. How does it appear? How  

does it sound? Noisy, loud, thunderous or whispery and quiet? Does it have a scent? If so,  

what does it smell like? Does your vision carry the personal scent of a person’s perfume, the 

pungent scent of the salt of the ocean or the smell of the bush? Now hold that vision. The  

people, things and places we care about are tied to our identity, our values and our dreams. 

We will come back to your vision.  

 

The Science 
 

Here are a few points about the science of Climate Change that will be helpful to understand. 

Although it may seem like there are conflicting points of view on whether the rapidly 

warming climate and increasingly unpredictable weather is due to human activity, Climate 

Scientists almost unanimously agree that it is anthropogenic (manmade).  

 

Some of the confusion comes from understanding the concept of the ‘Greenhouse Effect’.  

Life on earth is only possible because of the Greenhouse Effect. The atmosphere which  

surrounds the earth is made up of gas. It creates a blanket effect around the earth. The  

blanketing atmosphere allows some of the sun’s energy, UV radiation to penetrate, to touch  

the earth’s surface. This warms the earth’s surface. The atmosphere allows some of the  

reflected energy to travel back out to space, but it also traps some of the energy. The 

Greenhouse effect has helped life on earth to thrive over the millennium. The main  

contributors to the Greenhouse Effect are greenhouse gases (GHG) such as carbon dioxide, 

methane and water vapor. The blanket effect is getting more intense due to human activity  

and increasing emissions of greenhouse gases. For the last 250 years the biggest emitters  

of anthropogenic GHG are from the burning of fossil fuels for electricity production;  

agriculture; industry and transport. 

 

The issues of an increased Greenhouse Effect are twofold. Not only is it getting hotter but  



the rate of change in the earth’s systems is increasing. Globally the last 5 years have been  

the hottest since measurement began. An increase by 1.5 – 3oC in the Earth’s surface  

temperature may not seem very much but, as veterinary nurses, we understand the increase 

of temperature by just one degree can mean the difference between health and unhealthy.  

The energy trapped by the atmosphere increases the rate of change of the earth’s systems.  

For example, let us look at the water cycle. Hot atmospheric temperatures lead to increased  

melting of the ice caps, glaciers and permafrost. The water run off fills lakes and flows in  

rivers and streams. Some of the water replenishes ground water. The rivers and streams  

flow to the ocean. This can lead to a rise in sea level. At the same time the elevated air  

temperatures increase evaporation of water and can exacerbate drying of the land. The  

evaporated water can then intensify precipitation events such as storms and cyclones. And  

the drying of the land can lead to frequent and prolonged droughts and bushfires.  

 

You are probably aware of some of the risks involved with Climate Change but there may be 

some points you are not aware of. Extreme hot days are on the increase and this puts pressure 

on the vulnerable. The older and younger people, pets, livestock and wildlife. Increased 

chance of drought will influence food security, not just for people but also for livestock and 

other animals. Drying of the soil and vegetation was a significant contributing factor leading 

to the devastating fires the Eastern States experienced in 2019/2020. You have probably 

already heard of the people who lost their lives and the millions of animals that were killed, 

injured or displaced. There is also a psychological cost to people as they grapple with the 

reality of homes which are burnt to the ground, businesses going into liquidation and loss of 

livelihood. There is also the economic cost of rebuilding homes and infrastructure.  

 

The World Health Organisation predict there will be an increased range and incidence of  

vector borne diseases and therefore Malaria and Dengue Fever may be on the rise. Torres  

Strait Islander people could be at more risk of Tuberculosis, Ross River Virus and Dengue  

Fever, all vector borne diseases. Other diseases may also be on the rise due to changing  

weather patterns.  

 

Rise in sea level may lead to coastal flooding which will displace island people and increase  

economic migration. Marine species, especially coral reef survival, is at risk from bleaching  

and acidified oceans. These are some, but by no means all the modelled risks for a 1.5oC  

increase in the earth’s surface temperature. With every increase after this point the likelihood 

and severity of the risk increases.  

 

Your Vision Revisited 
 

Think back to the opening visualisation, now think of how accelerated Climate Change and  

extreme weather events can impact you and the people, places, animals and things you love 

to do. The bad news above exposes the reality of the world we currently live in but it can  

inspire you to act now to do what you can to limit GHG output and global warming and help  

stabilise the climate.   

 

What Can You Do? 
 

Individual actions are vitally important as an agent of change for a healthy world. However, 

being part of a like-minded group can support you in your efforts, offering solutions to 

industry issues so you can make more of an impact. Cooperation within the group can  



synergistically achieve change of the highest level. There are several on-line groups such as 

‘The Sustainable Veterinary Nurse’ and ‘Veterinarians for Climate Action (VfCA)’ to name  

just two. VfCA have several smaller teams such as the Climate Smart -Team that aim to 

educate climate champions in the workplace. They in turn empower their team and effect 

sustainable best practice. There are several programs they unpack - water efficiency, waste 

and energy efficiency, procurement, food and food waste, chemicals, toxins, pharmaceuticals 

and gardens. I will touch lightly on just some topics below.  

Fresh water is a finite and valuable resource. If a 1000ml (1L) container of blue water  

symbolises all the water on Earth, 30 ml or 3% of that water represents the Earth’s fresh  

water. Of that 3% fresh water, just one drop or 0.003% represents clean, fresh water that is  

not polluted and is available for use. Sobering isn’t it! 

 

People need water to drink to stay healthy, keep clean, to grow crops and feed livestock, for  

food security, fisheries and economic security, recreation and firefighting to name a few. The 

environment needs water for wetlands, for healthy rivers, to grow plants, for vegetation 

growth which in turn prevents soil erosion and stops desertification. Animals need water to 

survive and for a healthy life; drinking; cleaning; for reproduction; as habitat and for plants 

they eat.  

 

Australia, already one of the driest continents in the world, but one of the biggest consumers  

of water. Each person in Australia consumes more than 10000lt per year. The CSIRO’s  

‘Climate Change in Australia’ webpage projects that the climate has been drying in the South 

West since the 1970s and will continue to do so, particularly the Autumn and Winter rainfall.  

In Perth alone, the construction of two desalination plants was necessary to ensure 45%  

fresh water to the metropolitan area and surrounds. You can check out the predicted  

weather conditions in your area, on this site.   

 

What waterwise measures can you instigate in your workplace? Here are a few suggestions: 

✓ Test for leaks and fix them 

✓ Check the flow from your taps – >10L/min is too high, change to low flow 

✓ Collect and reuse any water from pet bowls – water thirsty plants 

✓ Turn taps off when not in use 

✓ Invest in a dishwasher 

✓ Suggest buying white goods with a high WELS star rating  

✓ Buy and connect to a rainwater tank – use it for garden watering 

✓ Plant a native garden – buy drought tolerant plants 

✓ Check for grants to upgrade infrastructure to help with costs 

 

Extraction, processing and burning of traditional sources of energy such as coal, oil and gas  

are sited as the main contributors to anthropogenic GHG emissions. It can really make a  

difference to the business bottom line to consider energy efficiencies such as: 

✓ Install solar panels and invest in battery storage 

✓ Buying green energy 

✓ Installing LED lights 

✓ Installing solar panels and battery storage 

✓ High Energy Rating Labels for appliances  

✓ Comparison sites (e.g. Choice) help compare energy ratings of appliances and 

sustainability credentials of manufacturers 

✓ Check for grants to upgrade infrastructure to help with installation costs 

 



Waste disposal is not as straight forward as you may think and should be considered a 

privilege. Each year, every Australian contributes about 2.8 tonne of waste to landfill. 

Disposal of waste is expensive. It costs the clinic, the shire and the environment. Processing 

of waste and burning or burial is costly for the shire. Waste disposal usually occurs on the  

fringes of the town/metropolitan area, so there are transport costs too. Land is purchased  

and prepared to accept the waste, which means building lined pits so the effluent doesn’t  

leach into and contaminate the ground water. The land area used for waste processing and  

burial may remain unusable for urbanisation for some years because of contaminants. Also,  

Methane, a GHG, is produced from the breakdown of the organic material. The other issue  

with waste and its disposal is what should and should not go into landfill. Often, it is the  

items which should not be put into the landfill bin that can cause fires either in the garbage  

trucks or at the processing facilities. This can be calamitous as trucks are out of service to  

be repaired and facilities need to be rebuilt. In the meantime, waste is transported further  

afield, increasing the cost to the shire and the environment. Contact your council regarding  

your bin system and what can go in them.  

 

Likewise, recycling is not as simple as it appears. Processing of recyclables and storage is  

costly. Each shire has commercial contracts to take and reprocess the components, be that  

glass, soft and hard plastics, aluminum, metal, paper and food and organic wastes (FOGO).  

It is important to follow the shire’s instructions as a breach that is identified at bin pick-up, 

will result in the whole truck load being disposed of in landfill. In Western Australia, the app  

‘Recycle Right’ lists all items which can be processed on a shire-by-shire basis. Contact your 

local resource center for information regarding apps to install which are easy to use to help  

you and your team succeed in recycling.  

 

Here are some simple suggestions to ensure that the correct items are placed into the  

landfill, recycling or FOGO bin: 

✓ Ask first “Do I need ....?” 

✓ Advocate for reusable materials, such as cloth or metal tins for wrapping packs, cloth 

drapes and reusable cloth Bair Hugger blankets, surgical caps and masks. Instead of 

using disposable nappies for dental prophylaxis, a reusable dental drainage pad can be 

purchased and used 

✓ Multiple workshops to teach and refresh the team regarding the rules of disposal 

✓ People interpret graphics faster than text so pictures of items showing what can and 

cannot be placed in the bin  

✓ Approach veterinary suppliers and resource recovery companies to find out what they 

will recycle, such as polystyrene eskies, ice blocks, polypropylene drip bags, plastic 

syringe covers  

✓ Some pet food companies are accepting empty pet food bags to be recycled by 

Redcycle 

 

Food requires water and energy to grow, process and transport. There are different levels of  

‘hidden water’ in food which must be acknowledged. For example, it takes 140L of fresh  

water to produce one cup of coffee and 16000L of water to produce one kilo of beef. On the  

whole, growing vegetables is less water intensive than growing meat. Food waste is another  

issue because when disposed of in landfill it produces methane when breaking down. Here  

are some ideas for you in your clinic: 

✓ You may want to initiate one day a week as a vegetarian day, encouraging the team to 

bring along a vegetarian ‘potluck’ contribution for lunch 



✓ If maintaining a compost bin is not an option, then collect scraps and gift to a team 

member who does have a compost bin, worm farm or Bokashi Bin    

✓ When buying take away for meetings, ensure that the packaging is minimal and/or 

recyclable 

 

How You Can Empower Your Team to Implement Sustainable Changes  
 

Do you talk about Climate Change and sustainability measures with your colleagues, in your  

workplace? If so, that is great. Some workplaces already have sustainability measures  

embedded into their values, goals, culture, protocols and practices. These measures may  

contribute to feeling hopeful if not a little impatient about action on Climate Change. If you  

don’t talk about Climate Change and sustainability, why not? What are the barriers to this  

discussion? Is it that you do not feel empowered because you do not know enough about  

climate models and climate economy? Is it too political, partisan? Are you anxious that it is  

all too big for you to contemplate? Do you not have enough time to discuss it, let alone get  

everyone together for a team meeting? Would it be too expensive or too hard to introduce a  

sustainability measure because the owner does not own the building? Or would you rather  

avoid the subject altogether? 

 

Sometimes terms surrounding the discussion about Climate Change can be confusing. The  

‘Greenhouse Effect’ and ‘Climate Change’ are often used interchangeably as they are  

strongly connected. However Climate Change refers to global climate patterns/systems  

affected by the Greenhouse Effect. ‘Climate’ refers to a broad area or region and is used to  

describe general conditions over a long time. ‘Weather’ refers to the localised conditions. For 

example, you can say that in Perth we have a Mediterranean climate, but today’s weather is  

overcast and showery. 

 

You do not have to be a Climate Scientist or economist to discuss Climate Change and its  

impacts. As a veterinary nurse, supreme communicator, you can approach your colleagues  

on how they feel - their concerns, hopes and dreams and on the things they care about. By  

understanding your own changing feelings about these issues, you will develop some insight 

into how others feel. Even the so-called ‘negative’ feelings and beliefs. Begin to develop 

your personal story about how you became invested in Climate Change and sustainability and  

share your narrative. A sense of hope can be cultivated by sharing your story and 

demonstrating resilience and endurance.  

 

I was brought up on a steady diet of David Attenborough wildlife documentaries which  

cultivated my love for animals of all kinds. I became interested in Climate Change in 1987. 

At that time, I was a young and idealistic veterinary nurse searching for expansion and  

expression of my animal welfare ideals. Over time I had felt increasingly despairing because  

I understood Climate Change to be a serious threat to my future, my children and other  

species in the world and their habitat. I couldn’t understand why no one was taking notice,  

discussing the issues and addressing the effects. I did what I could, investing in reusable  

string shopping bags before plastic pollution in the world even became noticeable. There  

were not as many personal measures you could take in those decades. That all changed  

with the release in Australia of Al Gore’s film “An Inconvenient Truth” in 2006. The film  

appeared to signal a turning point, and it seems that Climate Change has been on the  

newspaper front page ever since. I was heartened by this, as a higher profile meant that it  

could no longer be ignored by the public and politicians. However at that time it was still  

being heavily debated as opinion and politicised. Over time, I have joined grass roots groups 



such as Tangoroa Blue, contributing to their data records, which they use to lobby politicians 

and manufacturers. I have taken advantage of government incentives and invested in solar  

panels and batteries.  And I use my vote to tell the local, state and federal government what  

is important to me. Now I feel hopeful that the world will come together to mitigate GHG  

emissions and the impact of the Greenhouse Effect, even though it has taken a back seat  

during the Pandemic.  

 

One of the best techniques for persuasive argument is to meet on a point of shared values  

and experience. A person’s values guide their voting decisions, purchasing behaviour and  

other important life choices. I believe one point (but not the only point) is animal welfare. Be  

that the love and care for companion pets or wildlife. Once you have established this point  

then you can link it to how animal welfare may be impacted with a rapidly warming climate.  

Then progress the discussion on to what can be done.  

 

When you start talking about Climate Change, focus on the positives and the present but  

acknowledge the losses without catastrophising. For example, in recent weeks Fortescue  

Metals in the Pilbara have committed to an Electrolysing Hub to produce green hydrogen as  

an alternative energy source to fossil fuels. Further afield, the U. S President has committed  

to reduce GHG emissions by more than 50%. These initiatives along with others may reduce 

GHG in the atmosphere, mitigating the warming effects on the planet, securing a brighter  

future for people, pets, the environment and economic security.  

 

How Implementing Sustainability Measures Can Help You and the Business 
 

Economic success of a veterinary practice is vital, not least to provide jobs. How can  

sustainability measures contribute to this? There is a growing movement within industries  

towards demonstrating their sustainability credentials. For example, there are the  

‘Responsible Cafes’ and ‘Sustainable Salons’ initiatives. Sustainability adds to the business  

profile and could attract like-minded clients, connecting to the broader community which in  

turn can increase dollars spent in the clinic. Adoption of sustainable measures may also  

save money for the business. For example, considering utility costs are going up and will  

continue to do so, solar panels, although costly initially to install, may save energy costs  

considering most veterinary business occurs during the daylight hours. Sustainability  

measures may also help with the well-being of the workers, for example fewer sick days,  

more productivity, more loyalty and promote opportunities for recruitment. 

 

As a nurse you have honed, persuasive communication skills. Talk with your peers about  

possible solutions and sustainability measures which can be put in place, monitored and  

maintained. The conversation may be tricky, you may or may not be challenged but it is a  

worthy conversation to have. You may be able to build understanding, break down biases  

and encourage active hope. And better still, when the group decide on achievable actions,  

they are taking ‘ownership’ of the project. Project managing sustainability initiatives could  

also open doors for personal career advancement in the future. So, strike up the discussion  

now!  

 

A New Vision for a Brighter Future 
 

Taking a final look at your original vision of the people, places and things you love to do. See 

it, hear it, feel it. How will the things you care about be impacted by your actions on Climate  



Change and sustainability? What are you prepared to do? There are so many things you can 

do and you don’t know what doors will open once you are emboldened to take the first step.  

Accelerated Climate Change is happening now. Talk about it, join a group, get the support  

you need, find the solutions and then make the changes. Make them now! As Captain Planet 

and the Planeteers said “The power is yours” to make that brighter future for the people and  

things you love.   
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