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The fourth annual Greening the Healthcare Sector Think Tank was held 
on 20th November 2015 at Western Health in Footscray, Melbourne. 
 
Western Health is the home of Sustainability Officer Cath O’Shea and 
Dr Forbes McGain who have contributed to the health service’s 
leadership in implementing a comprehensive range of sustainability 
initiatives across several sites. Western Health is a member of the 
Pacific Region of the Global Green and Healthy Hospitals 
network, a project coordinated in Australia and New Zealand by the 
Climate and Health Alliance, with the support of Health Care Without 
Harm. 
 
  



The Think Tank was attended by over 40 health sector leaders, 
including health service executives, directors of nursing, professional 
medical and nursing / midwifery organisations, clinicians, sustainability 
officers, educators, health union representatives, and operations / 
facilities managers. A series of inspiring speakers in the morning was 
followed by an afternoon of stimulating discussion.  

 
Keynote speaker Paul Holman from Ambulance Victoria had a clear 
message about the health impacts of climate change: heat kills. 
Paul’s experience of coping with increased demand on ambulance 
services provided an insight into the need for health and emergency 
services, communities and government to prepare for heatwaves. The 
2009 heatwaves that preceded the Black Saturday bushfires in Victoria 
was Australia’s biggest natural disaster in terms of lives lost – with 374 
additional deaths, a 34 fold increase in heat related presentation to 
hospitals, a 2.8 fold increase in cardiac arrests and drastically reduced 

rates of successful 
resuscitation.   
 
Ambulance Victoria is 
now proactively 
educating communities 
about the risks to health 
(one challenge being 
Australians are very bad 
recognising their own 
vulnerability to heat, Paul 
said). 

Paul	  Holman,	  Ambulance	  Victoria	  



 
 
Australian Health Design Council Chair Jane Carthey shared some 
stories of successes and challenges with regarding to embedding 
sustainability in healthcare design. Jane highlighted the 
difficulties with different costs centres for design/infrastructure and 
operations in health budgets in Australian states and territories, and the 
need to link capital (treasury) and operational budgets (health 
department) in order to get better financial outcomes in terms of saving 
$ from energy efficiency, green building design can deliver medium and 
long term savings but with separate agencies and separate budgets, 
there is little incentive in upfront sustainability investments. 
 
Sustainability must be a higher order priority in healthcare design, Jane 
said, “business as usual” paradigms MUST be challenged – and this 
requires leadership i.e. individuals must be prepared to stand up and 
argue for this.  
 
Patrick Tobin from Catholic Healthcare talked about the need for 
leadership from hospital executives – contrasting two different 
approaches: 
 

1. The ones who understand the importance of environmental 
sustainability and seek to incorporate into their decision-making 
processes as part of a holistic approach to the delivery of health 
services; and  

2. …represented by the picture below: 
 

 



Global Green and Healthy Hospitals Policy Director Scott Slotterback 
joined the meeting via videolink from California, and outlined the 
extraordinary growth in this global network, now with 582 members 
representing 20 000 hospitals and health centres around the globe. He 
shared the network’s latest campaign: the 2020 Healthcare Climate 
Challenge, through which hospitals and healthcare services are signing 
a pledge to cut emissions, establishing their own emissions reduction 
targets, and committing to actions on mitigation, building resilience in 
healthcare, and on leadership – committing to educating the staff and 
the public while advocating to protect health from climate change. 
 
For more information, see www.noharm-gloal.org/issues/global/2020-
health-care-climate-challenge 
 
A session on engaging for behaviour change for sustainability 
included Michele Burton, who is leading a program at Australian 
Conservation Foundation called Drivers for Sustainability; registered 
nurse Ros Morgan who is the new Sustainability Officer at Monash 
Health; nurse academic Patricia Schwertle from Monash University; and 
anaesthetist and intensive care physician Forbes McGain. 
 
Michele share insights and experiences on engaging low income and 
disadvantaged communities, and lessons on how to engage people 
effectively in ongoing and meaningful commitments to sustainable 
actions in their daily lives. Michele invited health organisations and 
services to participate in an upcoming visioning exercise on drivers for 
sustainability – contact M.Burton@acfonline.org.au 
 
Ros Morgan shared her own inspiring journey of implementing 
recycling initiatives as a nurse in intensive care at Monash Health, her 
recent appointment as a part-time sustainability officer, and finished 
with an important quote from the 2015 Lancet Health and Climate 
Commission about the importance of positive messaging to engage 
people: 
 
“…negative emotions, including fear, pessimism and guilt, can produce 
passive and defensive responses and do little to encourage individuals 
to change their behaviour. Climate change is best represented in ways 
that anchor it in positive emotions, by framing action in ways that 
connect with peoples core values and identities”. 
 



Patricia Schwertle talked about her involvement in the establishment 
of a green group at Alfred Health in Victoria and new role in 
embedding sustainability and climate change in the undergraduate 
nursing curriculum at Monash University. She shared reflections and 
evidence on the nature of change management, including the example 
of disrupting power hierarchies through social networks such as the 
Alfred Green Group, and cited as an influence the NHS School of 
Healthcare Radicals, with the following quote: 
 

“Being an effective change agent is less to do with hierarchical 
power or positional authority and more to do with ability to 
influence through a network.”  
– NHS, SHCR, 2014 

 
Forbes McGain has just finished his PhD on recycling in operating 
theatres and intensive care. He shared some stories from his recent trip 
to the US where he visited several hospitals to explore opportunities for 
importing some of the examples of sustainability in healthcare. 
Reprocessing of single use devices is common practice, as is the 
phasing out of anaesthetics with very high global warming potential 
such as Desflurane. Other emissions and financial savings were being 
realised through traffic demand management, energy efficiency 
measures, and installation of renewable energy.  
 
The afternoon sessions of the Think Tank were given over to 
participant-generated mini-workshops using a discussion ‘technology’ 
based on “Open Space Technology’.  
 
Peter Sainsbury introduced the 
session, describing the “roaring 
success” of experimenting with 
the workforce at South Western 
Sydney Local Health District 
(where he is Director of 
Population Health) in encouraging 
innovation and ideas.  
 
Participants were invited to pitch 
an idea to the group for a 
workshop, discussion, skil l/share that they would offer to lead 
with a group.  

Peter	  Sainsbury,	  Vice	  President	  CAHA	  



Bronwyn	  Aylmer,	  
Barwon	  Health	  

The Open Space Technology discussions are based on four principles 
and one ‘law’: 
 
Principles: 

• Whoever comes are the right people 
• Whenever it starts is the right time 
• Whatever happens is the only thing that could have happened 
• When it’s over, it’s over 

 
Law: 

• The law of two feet – this means you can leave the discussion 
whenever you want to i.e. move onto another group / do 
something else 

 
Three great pitches saw three energetic 
discussions convened: 
 

Bronwyn Alymer from Barwon Health on 
reducing waste to landfil l  (Baron Health 
have reduced their waste to landfill by almost 
40%). 

 
Matt Power from St 
Vincent’s Health on 

cutting energy use 
(St Vincent’s Health 

Australia) are instituting an energy efficiency 
plan that will save the organisation millions of 
dollars annually and avoid the production of 
million of tonnes of carbon dioxide. 
 
 

Aileen Thoms from Koowerup Regional Health, Libby Muir from 
Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation (Vic branch) and Janet 
Roden from NSW Nurses and Midwives Association co-convened a 
group on engaging nurses and midwives in sustainability in 
healthcare initiatives. Given this huge workforce and multiple 
examples of leadership from nurses on sustainability initiatives, this 
discussion sought to explore how more nurses and midwives could 
be engaged and empowered to take action in their workplaces and 
communities. 

 

Matt	  Power,	  St	  
Vincent’s	  Health	  



Aileen	  Thoms,	  Koowerup	  
Regional	  Health	  Service	  

 
As the first person to submit a proposal for the 
open space session, Bronwyn Aylmer won a prize! 
A copy of the ‘Guarding Eden: Champions of 
Climate Action’ by Deborah Hart is now in 
the post to Bronwyn. Others may also wish to 
purchase a copy – it features someone very closely 
associated with CAHA ;-). 
 
The outcomes from the meeting include: the 
establishment of a working group on 
engaging nurses and midwives; ideas for a 
Webinar on cutting energy use in health 

services, and the 
establishment of a 
‘googlegroup’ for Think Tank attendees 
(those not already part of the Global Green and 
Healthy Hospitals Connect platform) to stay in 
touch, share resources 
and ideas, and seek 
information. 
 
To be part of the 
#GreenHealth Google 
group, or to join the 

Global Green and Healthy 
Hospitals network, please 
contact Chris Hill, CAHA 
Sustainable Healthcare 
Project Officer 

chris.hill@caha.org.au  
 
 
 

 
 
Check out the link in this Storify account of how the day unfolded from 
the perspective of the tweeters in the room. 

Libby	  Muir,	  Australian	  
Nursing	  &	  Midwifery	  
Federation	  (VIC	  Branch)	  

	  
Janet	  Roden,	  NSW	  
Nurses	  	  &	  Midwives	  
Association	  


