
Hospitals do not typically come to mind when people think 
of industries that contribute to climate change. There are 
no smokestacks or tailpipes or obvious sources of waste or 
air emissions coming out of a hospital.

While some hospitals have been proactive with waste 
reduction programs and LEED certified facilities, as an industry there is more 
that can be accomplished. With Earth Day just around the corner, and much 
of the industry reviewing its supply chain practices in wake of the chronic 
shortages of supplies caused by COVID-19, this is the right time for the 
industry to re-evaluate its role in climate change and take the opportunity 
to grapple with how best to build more sustainable supply chains.

Healthcare’s climate footprint is equivalent to 4.4 percent of global net 
emissions (2 gigatons of carbon dioxide equivalent), and the U.S. health 
sector is the world’s number one emitter in both absolute and per capita 
terms, according to a 2019 study by Health Care Without Harm. 

Hospital emissions and waste are caused by several factors. Hospitals 
typically operate around the clock, every day of the year, and consume a 
lot of energy due to lighting, sophisticated heating, cooling and ventilation 
systems, and computing systems that require a lot of power. In addition, the 
medical supplies and waste associated with those supplies are part of the 
healthcare supply chain and are a key contributor. The trend over the years 
towards single-use instruments that come with excessive plastic packaging 
adds up – and presents hospitals with opportunities for waste reduction.

Purchasing departments must strike a balance between priorities that often 
seem at odds with each other – the need to manage a budget and keep 
purchasing costs down compared with what often is assumed to be the 
higher cost of environmentally friendly materials and the cost of sanitizing 
items for re-use. Sustainability is now one more factor that must be 
considered, along with Diversity, Resiliency and Cost, when sourcing 
for supplies.
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https://noharm-global.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/5961/HealthCaresClimateFootprint_090619.pdf


The healthcare industry, which exists to improve the health of its communities, 
is correctly taking a leadership position that considers all factors in the total 
cost of ownership equation. Leaders must think in terms of supporting both 
short term objectives while driving toward a longer-term goal of reducing 
the overall carbon footprint of their supply chain.

With the healthcare supply chain still reeling from the impact of COVID-19, 
some might argue that this is not the time to be concerned with 
sustainability issues.

At Prodigo, we believe this year provides a golden opportunity to prioritize 
sustainable purchasing. Many hospitals are still in the early stages of re-
evaluating preferred vendors and preferred medical supplies. That makes 
2021 the ideal year to identify sustainable partnerships which prioritize vendors 
who offer products and product categories that reduce the overall footprint.

Now is the time to ask some tough questions:

● Shipping

– Is the packaging made of recycled materials?
– Are the materials used to ship products bio-degradable?
– Can orders be consolidated to reduce emissions?
– Are electric vehicles (EV) utilized to transport products?

● Item Composition

– Can you recycle the masks your hospital is purchasing? 
– Can you re-use the surgical gowns you are buying? And, if so, how 

many times can you do this safely and is the cost of washing them 
and re-using lower than buying disposable gowns? 

– What chemicals are used in manufacturing the products?
– Are items mercury-free and BPA-free?
– Avoid items labeled ‘antimicrobial-protection,’ these may use 

triclosan and triclocarban which are harmful.

● Eco-Certification

– Confirm your suppliers’ environmental certification level.
– Validate 3rd party eco-certification vs. self-verification.
– Check with your GPO, as many have collaborated with 

Environmental Advisory Boards to define ‘eco-friendly.’
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Here are some tips hospitals can follow as sustainable purchasing practices 
are prioritized:

● Engage hospital leadership to endorse supply chain sustainability as a 
core purchasing value with short and long-term business benefit

● Set realistic goals that reinforce this value with purchasing staff and all 
requestors

● Establish clear criteria for identifying, evaluating and scoring suppliers for 
sustainability

● Identify product categories where you think you can make a difference
● Create a data-driven system to identify eco-friendly products, inform users 

and measure the impact  
● Communicate with your suppliers, explain your priorities, share your criteria 

and ask for feedback
● Make sure you have an ordering system that can identify, prioritize and 

promote sustainable products and that can drive volume to sustainable 
supply chain categories

HOW TO GET STARTED WITH SUSTAINABLE 
PURCHASING STANDARDS

Developing sustainable purchasing criteria can be a daunting 
task, but there are several resources available. Kaiser Permanente 
has developed a set of 11 purchasing standards that all products 
must meet and has made that criteria publicly available here.

Practice Greenhealth has compiled the Sustainable Procurement Digest, a 
directory of hundreds of approved vendors for products and services relevant 
to healthcare systems and recommends that healthcare systems evaluate 
the following categories for sustainable purchasing:

● Surgical kit reviews
● Single-use device reprocessing
● More sustainable electronics
● Green cleaners and safer chemicals
● PVC/DEHP-free medical devices and furnishings 
● Food and beverages
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In October, England’s National Health System became the world’s first 
national health system to commit to becoming ‘carbon net zero’ – a goal 
that identified its supply chain as an area with a high degree of challenges 
and opportunities. In its 76-page report, NHS said it has already removed 
200,000 single-use plastic items from its waste stream, saving four tons of 
waste per year.

The good news is that we can make a difference – whether it’s minimizing 
unnecessary one-line emails, modifying our transportation preferences or just 
turning out the lights. Each decision we make has an impact. The world – as 
well as the healthcare industry – is quickly moving toward a greater focus on 
sustainable purchasing practices as the impact of climate change 
accelerates. Despite the challenges and complexity involved in pivoting 
towards sustainable purchasing practices, making it a priority now by 
adopting a thoughtful, incremental and deliberate approach will be easier 
than waiting and trying to catch up when the stakes are much higher.

To discuss this topic further, please contact Lisa Mendez 
[ lmendez@prodigosolutions.com ], Product Manager Enterprise 
Applications at Prodigo Solutions.

ABOUT PRODIGO SOLUTIONS
Counting more than half of the nation’s most prestigious health systems as 
clients, Prodigo has amassed one of the largest repositories of supply and 
services market data in the U.S. Its solutions resolve long-standing data 
problems, enforce product and services standards, optimize contract 
utilization and enhance the requisitioning experience of clinicians. Typically 
deployed as a performance-extension to ERP, Prodigo is foundational to 
value-based, clinically integrated supply chains.

For details please contact:

Ashby McGarry 
Marketing + Communications

1-724-741-1907
amcgarry@prodigosolutions.com
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