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Task force greener gastroenterology: Towards eco-friendly

practices in healthcare

“We are living on this planet as if we had another one

to go to.”

Terry Swearingen, Nurse & Winner of the Goldman Environmental
Prize in 1997.

Climate change presents a significant obstacle for the global
community as rising levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere are
contributing to environmental shifts, including extreme weather
patterns, floods, and the spread of infectious diseases. These changes
have a negative impact on human health.! Remarkably, the health-
care industry is one of the major contributors to environmental
pollution, generating a significant amount of waste, greenhouse gas
emissions and consuming a high amount of energy and natural re-
sources,? which paradoxically has an adverse effect on public health.
The use of medical equipment and medications, daily commutes by
healthcare providers and patients, and waste processing all
contribute to these emissions.® Previous research has shown that the
gastrointestinal endoscopy department generates the second highest
amount of waste from procedural-related activities, with 0.50-2.1 kg
generated per endoscopic procedure, the majority of which is
incinerated.*

With increasing concerns over climate change and environmental
degradation, it is becoming more important than ever to ensure that
our society is doing its part to reduce its carbon footprint. Within our
strategic plan 2023-2026, the United European Gastroenterology
(UEG) Council clearly defines its core values (including integrity,
quality, diversity, independence, respect, accountability, trans-
parency, and sustainability) as an inclusive concept for all strategic
drivers. Furthermore, we demonstrate our commitment to offset our
ecological impact.®> For example, we strive to reduce the environ-
mental impact of the UEG Week by reducing to the minimum the use
of plastic (catering, packaging), working with suppliers who are
“green” oriented, choosing venues which are easily accessible by
public transportation, reducing single-use giveaways, providing
pocket programme and lanyards made from recycled material and
attempting to recycle them after the congress. Furthermore, we

advise the industry (in the brochure and guidelines) to keep the

environment in mind when preparing their booths or ordering
sponsored items. In order to uphold these commitments, a Task
Force for Greener Gastroenterology has been established. In the
coming months, the task force will work on a white paper highlighting
how these climate change challenges not only affect our clinical work
but also the work and activities of our scientific organization, and we
will provide concrete actions and recommendations to apply in both
professional life and practice of our community members in hospitals,
research institutes, etc. In November, an accredited UEG webinar on
“Sustainability in Gastroenterology” will be provided. Furthermore,
we advocate for more research on this timely topic in order to
evaluate the impact of our interventions aiming to guide adaptation
to low carbon alternatives. Such research will also help to identify
areas where innovation is needed to promote sustainability in
Gastroenterology.

Meanwhile, awaiting all these developments, daily choices can be
made to lower our ecological footprint. A recent article by Siau et al. as
well as the latest ESGE-European Society of Gastroenterology and
Endoscopy Nurses and Associates (ESGENA) position statement pro-
pose several easily implementable interventions to accomplish a more
sustainable practice in accordance with the classic sustainability

principle of “reduce, reuse, recycle”.®”

First, reducing the number of
unnecessary or incorrect interventions will decrease our carbon
footprint tremendously. Second, the ESGE suggests against routine
use of single-use devices and proposes the use of reusable alternatives
instead of disposables, such as personal protection equipment.®
Finally, waste that is still generated, such as packaging material, should
be recycled. Sustainable waste management is relatively easy to
implement in daily practice and is immediately visible in the depart-
ment. This may in return motivate other employees and increase
awareness of sustainability. In addition, individuals can make
conscious choices to reduce their environmental impact, such as
reevaluating their travel habits, reducing meat consumption,” and
being mindful of how their financial decisions (choosing bank and in-
surance providers) affect climate change.

Greener gastroenterology is an important movement that has

the potential to make a real difference in reducing the impact of
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healthcare on the environment. By taking steps to reduce our carbon
footprint, promote sustainable practices, adapt low carbon alterna-
tives, gastroenterologists can help to build a more sustainable future
for all. There is no ego in greener gastroenterology; through the
combined efforts of healthcare providers, governments, and in-
dividuals, we can work towards a healthier, more sustainable future

for generations to come.
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