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ne of the central questions we face

in the 21st Century is how we can

promote human health and well-

ness in an ever degrading envi-
ronment? Pure water, clean air, and a non-
toxic environment are rapidly becoming
precious commodities. As healthcare pro-
fessionals, we serve on the front line of this
looming crisis. What can we do in the face
of the ecological damage humans are in-
flicting on the earth? One small but vital
step is the creation of integrated environ-
mental health clinics. These clinics offer
healthcare practices that integrate health
and wellness for people with social and
global environmental concerns.

Creating an integrated environmental
health clinic requires three steps, each of
which will be explored in this article. The
first step is to green the built environment.
This step requires converting existing pro-
fessional office spaces into sustainable,
green health facilities. The second step is
to become an environmental health advo-
cate. This involves healthcare practitio-
ners learning to recognize and advocate
for human and environmental health. The
third step is to practice ecologically sus-
tainable medicine (ESM). ESM provides
cleaner, nonpolluting medicinal alterna-
tives by including in care decisions, the
upstream and downstream consequences
of medical practices, and shifting to more
sustainable, environmentally friendly in-
terventions.

GREENING THE BUILT
ENVIRONMENT

The technology for creating green office
buildings and business models are well de-
veloped. Programs such as the Green
Guide for Health Care, Hospitals for a
Healthy Environment, and the Green
Business Program at the Teleosis Institute
offer detailed, well-organized tools to help
health practitioners create green offices. A
green office protects not only the health of

the building’s occupants but also has a
positive impact on the health of the local
and global community. The steps to creat-
ing a green office vary if you are retrofit-
ting an existing office or building an eco-
friendly office from the ground up.
Because most readers of this article are al-
ready working in established professional
spaces, I will focus on how to green an
existing office. (For information on build-
ing new clinic facilities see http://www.
gghc.org/)

Several steps are required to green an
existing clinic. The first is to monitor re-
source inputs and keep all systems main-
tained properly. There is nothing more
wasteful then heating or air conditioning
units that have not been serviced regu-
larly. The second step is to evaluate and
implement energy-efficiency measures.
This is done in many ways, but most typ-
ically by using energy-efficient office
equipment, changing to compact flores-
cent bulbs, and providing simple strategies
to lower general energy consumption, in-
cluding turning off office equipment at
night and managing room temperatures
effectively.

The third step is put in place water con-
servation measures. Low-flow toilets and
water faucets are easily added to any exist-
ing facility. Step four, chemical and waste
management, requires some organiza-
tional planning. Most medical offices al-
ready separate infectious waste; however,
most offices consume vast amounts of pa-
per and plastic. Recycling measures that
reduce waste are easily implemented.
Much, if not all, of the office products
necessary for health clinics can be pur-
chased using environmentally friendly
products such as recycled paper. In addi-
tion, shifting to more reusable products
can produce significant cost savings.

Step four is often overlooked. In this
step, transportation to and from the clinic
is assessed. Clinics should be easily acces-

sible to mass transportation, and this in-
formation should be provided to staff and
clients, encouraging them to make differ-
ent choices about travel. Step five involves
environmental purchasing. Purchasing
products in bulk reduces unnecessary
travel expenses, and purchasing from local
providers supports regional economy. Fi-
nally, consideration of the environmental
stresses of the workplace completes the
necessary steps of creating a green health-
care facility. Proper lighting, healthy air-
flow, and ergonomic desks and chairs as
well as other supportive choices minimize
stress on the occupants of any facility,
both staff and clientele.

These six steps may seem like a signifi-
cant investment of time and energy. How-
ever, what is invested up front pays for
itself in cost savings for energy use for the
clinic, savings by the local waste facilities
for proper waste management, and savings
for the occupants by minimizing occupa-
tional illness. Facilities do not need to be
converted overnight; these changes can be
phased in over time. With a simple audit,
practitioners can develop a plan to change
slowly the existing office practices to more
cost-saving, environmentally friendly
business practices.

BECOMING AN ENVIRONMENTAL
HEALTH ADVOCATE

The next stage of the integrated environ-
mental health clinic involves becoming an
environmental health advocate. The first
step is to become familiar with the envi-
ronmental issues within your own region,
including air-, water-, and land-quality
concerns. It is important to understand
where the hot spots in your region are, if
your clients live near them, and what is-
sues are most prevalent in the area in
which your clinic is located. By using Web
resources and making connections with
local agencies, you can easily find infor-
mation about the local environment,
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which is the first step in beginning to rec-
ognize environmental illness.

Once you learn about the basic envi-
ronmental issues in your area, you can be-
gin to recognize the effects of local envi-
ronmental issues on the health of your
clients. For many professionals, this re-
quires learning basic protocols for the
evaluation and examination of patients.
Most professionals quickly learn to ask a
few simple questions to determine envi-
ronmental exposure to toxics or the detri-
mental effects of living too close to a high-
way or an industrial plant. With this
knowledge in hand, you will be better able
to report environmental illness to pubic
health officials and/or refer patients to en-
vironmental medical specialists.

This knowledge also has a larger, ripple
effect. Local and regional governments
will support the findings of medical pro-
viders who report environmental illness.
Rather than placing the burden on envi-
ronmental activists to mandate regulatory
change, having medical evidence of envi-
ronmental illness will greatly improve the
ability of local regulatory agencies to pre-
vent further environmental pollution.

Other important elements of environ-
mental advocacy include supporting other
green health professionals, promoting
public health initiatives, patronizing other
green businesses, becoming engaged with
local environmental agencies and, ulti-
mately, becoming a voice for green health-
care. Communities of green businesses are
growing throughout the United States.
Health care practitioners must learn to
take leadership roles in these communi-
ties.

PRACTICING ECOLOGICALLY
SUSTAINABLE MEDICINE

To date, very few healthcare professionals
have taken a hard look at the conse-
quences of medical practices on the envi-
ronment. There is a growing movement of

providers beginning to do just that. Lead-
ership provided by HealthCare Without
Harm and the Collaboration of Health
and the Environment offers an opportu-
nity to learn about the consequences of
medical waste on the environment. Once
professionals learn about downstream
medical waste, they often begin to con-
sider less toxic options for medical inter-
ventions. In addition, they learn that they
can shift their reliance on single-use med-
ical supplies toward more sustainable
practices.

The goal of ESM is to encourage you as
a healthcare professional to consider med-
ical techniques that are less resource de-
pendent. There are many alternative and
mainstream choices that create no waste in
their production and that are also safe,
harmless, clean, nontoxic, nonpolluting,
and cost-effective. By choosing to begin a
medical intervention with a technique
that meets the criteria of ESM, you can
alleviate many of the unintended conse-
quences of more costly and environmen-
tally damaging high-tech and pharmaceu-
tical interventions. Rather then seeing
ESM practices as alternative to contempo-
rary biomedicine, ESM can become the
first line of defense offered by a healthcare
system that provides leadership for a sus-
tainable, healthy environment. When sus-
tainable practices fail, patients must al-
ways retain the option of using techniques
that produce a heavier environmental im-
pact. However, in many cases, the ESM
choices will succeed, greatly reducing the
negative impact of medicine on the envi-
ronment.

THE INTEGRATIVE

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH CLINIC
If more healthcare professionals were to
create integrative environmental health
clinics, it would greatly reduce the nega-
tive impact of healthcare on the environ-
ment and provide a higher quality of med-

ical care. Healthcare professionals can
become leaders in creating a world based
on sustainable healthcare in the context of
a clean, healthy environment. In addition,
integrative environmental health clinics
are more cost-effective to run and there-
fore can potentially provide services more
equitably, reaching more people, particu-
larly underserved populations.

The healthcare professional of the 21st
Century can and will provide the leader-
ship necessary to create healthy environ-
ments and healthy people. The steps re-
quired to green healthcare include
greening the built environment, becom-
ing an environmental health advocate,
and practicing ESM. Each small step you
as a health professional take will greatly
reduce medical waste and begin the neces-
sary shift toward a healthy, sustainable
planet. Formoreinformation contactwww.
teleosis.org.

RESOURCES

e Health Care Without Harm:
http://www.noharm.org/

e Collaboration on Health and the Envi-
ronment:
http://www.cheforhealth.org/about/index.
html

o Hospitals for a Healthy Environment:
http://www.h2e-online.org/

e Green Guide to Health Care:
http://www.gghc.org/

o Teleosis Institute:
www.teleosis.org
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