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I recently attended in ER conference where one of the speakers advocated for becoming more 

conscious of the environmental impact of how we practise in the ER. I was a bit taken aback by the 

hostility voiced by fellow conference participants at the break following the talk.

I heard things like: “Was that relevant?” and “I came to learn about how to save lives, not how to 

decrease garbage.” It seemed to me that some of my colleagues has missed the point of the brief talk.

Climate change and global warming are the public health crises of our generation. The Lancet recently 

launched a new journal: Planetary Health, which will examine the health of the human civilization and 

the state of the natural systems on which it depends. Extreme weather events correlate with the 

increase in the Earth’s temperature. As extreme weather events become more common and disrupt and 

end even more lives each year, we need to look at our own lives and practices to see what we can do to 

help slow down the pending environmental catastrophe.

Working with MSF/Doctors Without Borders, I have seen people displaced by drought, crop failures, and 

subsequent famines. Working in the Northwest Territories, I have been in a little community when the 

sky has turned black in the middle of the afternoon as forest fires crept toward towns. Doctors working 

in Alberta have seen how floods and forest fires have killed people and taken away livelihoods. I think 

that it is more than appropriate to discuss climate change at an ER conference. I think we should 

address this issue at every available opportunity.

Some easy things we can do to decrease environmental impact of the our practices (with many ideas 

stolen from Dr. Curtis Lavoie’s talk):

1. Get rid of paper on exam tables. They don’t stop infections and you should be wiping down the 

tables with antiseptics between patients anyway. Save money, decrease the number of trees cut down, 

and decrease garbage. If you want to use sheets, consider ones that can be laundered rather than 

thrown away.

2. Use water instead of saline to flush simple lacerations prior to suturing or stapling in immune-

competent people. There’s less garbage and tap water is extremely cheap. (Read more.)

3. Multiple studies show that non-sterile gloves and clean technique are as safe as sterile gloves for 

simple laceration repair—less garbage, cheaper.

4. Use sharps containers for sharps ONLY. No syringes or tubing should go into them.

5. Most of the sharps containers you see today are non-reusable and are incinerated, releasing toxins 

into the environment. In urban centres, there are often companies that will stock your ER or clinic with 

reusable sharps boxes. They will empty them, sterilized them and dispose of the sharps properly—all 

while eliminating the yellow plastic sharps containers. As a bonus, the metal sharps containers are 

much safer around curious kids.
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6. Consider bike-commuting, walking, or car pooling to work to decrease your carbon footprint.

It’s difficult to make changes in our lives and our work spaces, but little changes can make a difference. 

What have you done to make your work more environmentally friendly? I’d love to hear your ideas.

Dr. Sarah Giles is a locum physician in Ontario.
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