
 
 
 
 

GMC Good Medical Practice Review: Response 
 

Proposal 
 

The UK Health Alliance on Climate Change is an alliance of health organisations including Royal 

Colleges, Faculties, Student Organisations, British Medical Association, Academy of Medical Sciences, 

Royal Society of Medicine, British Medical Journal, and the Lancet. The total membership of our 

members is 950,000 health professionals. As an alliance, we advocate for just responses to the 

climate and ecological crisis, promote the health benefits that flow from those responses, and 

empower members and health professionals to make changes in their professional and personal 

lives to respond to the crisis. 

 

Frontline health workers provide a vital role in enabling the systemic and cultural changes that are 

needed to mitigate, adapt and reduce the health burden of the climate crisis. The UK government 

has recently published guidance (Government, 2022)1 for health professionals to act on the climate 

crisis in their professional practice.  

 

The GMC Good Medical Practice Review provides an opportunity to position sustainability as a 

core focus of practice, acknowledging the ethical and moral duty of doctors to play their part in 

averting a global humanitarian disaster. In order to achieve this, we recommend the introduction 

of a fifth domain on ‘sustainability’ in the Good Medical Practice Guidelines. 

 

The Good Medical Practice Review provides an opportunity for the GMC to play a significant part in 

what could be the most exciting and positive transformation in human history, while also averting a 

health catastrophe, saving potentially billions of lives. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change has warned that timing is crucial. Action is needed now and cannot wait another five years 

for the next update. We make this proposal with respect to the many other pressures currently 

facing frontline doctors, and the recognition that this is a global health emergency. The positive 

impacts of adding a fifth domain are: 

 

1. Medical appraisal is usually based on the GMP domains. Inclusion of a domain on 

sustainability will help mobilise the medical workforce to support decarbonisation of health 

care. The NHS will struggle to achieve its net zero targets without this level of engagement 

by clinical teams given that more than two thirds of the NHS carbon footprint relates to 

clinical activity2. 

2. It would make a clear public statement, using the trusted voice of the medical profession, 

regarding the urgency and importance of action of the climate crisis. 

 

We respectfully request that you consider this submission in your deliberations regarding review of 

the Good Medical Practice Guidelines. 

                                                           
1 Climate and Health: Applying All Our Health 
2 Greener NHS » Delivering a net zero NHS (england.nhs.uk) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/climate-change-applying-all-our-health/climate-and-health-applying-all-our-health#why-it-matters
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/a-net-zero-nhs/


 

 

Draft domain 
 
We include below a draft for a new sustainability domain for your consideration.  
 
TOP SECTION of GMP document  
Patients must be able to trust doctors with their lives and health. To justify that trust you must show 
respect for all human life and make sure your practice meets the standards expected of you in five 
domains. 
 
Knowledge, skills and performance - etc 
 
Safety and quality 
■ Take prompt action if you think that patient or public safety, dignity or comfort is being 
compromised. 
etc 
 
Maintaining trust -etc 
 
Sustainability 
■ Be aware of the impact of your treatment choices on the environment and how this may affect the 
health of the local and global population  
■ Practice environmentally, socially and financially sustainable healthcare (ref WHO ‘A vision for an 
environmentally sustainable health system is put forth, as being a health system that improves, 
maintains or restores health, while minimizing negative impacts on the environment and leveraging 
opportunities to restore and improve it, to the benefit of the health and well-being of current and 
future generations. Environmentally sustainable health systems: a strategic document (who.int)) 
 
Domain 5: Sustainability  
 
Practice sustainably to protect patients, the wider community and the environment, both now and 
in the future.  
 

1. You must take steps  
a. To develop your understanding of the links between climate change, 

environmental degradation, nature and human health. 
b. To reduce the contribution of the health sector to climate change and 

environmental degradation.  
c. To apply basic carbon literacy as it applies to healthcare. 

 
2. You should exploit opportunities to promote actions that both reduce carbon emissions 

and benefit public health (e.g. active transport, sustainable diets3).  
 

3. You should practice sustainably by avoiding unnecessary tests, procedures and 
prescriptions; stopping ineffective treatments and minimising waste; using online services 
when appropriate to reduce travel to appointments. 

 
4. Wherever possible and appropriate provide the treatment with the lowest carbon 

footprint (where data on this is available). 
 

5. Take part in sustainable quality improvement to minimise environmental and financial 
impacts and seek positive emotional and social impact4.  

                                                           
3 The Planetary Health Diet - EAT (eatforum.org) 
4 Home | Sustainable Quality Improvement (susqi.org) 

https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/341239/ESHS_Revised_WHO_web.pdf#:~:text=A%20vision%20for%20an%20environmentally%20sustainable%20health%20system,health%20and%20well-being%20of%20current%20and%20future%20generations.
https://eatforum.org/learn-and-discover/the-planetary-health-diet/
https://www.susqi.org/


 

 

Rationale 
 
The climate and ecological crises constitute unprecedented and potentially catastrophic threats to 

human health5,6.  
 
Health Impacts are already being observed and will worsen as global temperatures and biodiversity 
loss increases. These include: 

 Threats to the supply of fresh water7 and food systems8 - threatening to reverse progress on 
sustainable development goals including efforts to reduce poverty and malnutrition.  

 Air pollution (indoor and outdoor), primarily from burning fossil fuels - currently estimated to 
be associated with more than seven million premature deaths each year9, in addition to wider 
impacts on quality of life and health throughout peoples lifespan10.   

 Increases in infectious diseases - vector and waterborne diseases11 and pandemic risk12 
 Increases in frequency and severity of extreme weather events13, both acute (e.g. heatwaves, 

storms, floods, wildfires) and chronic (e.g. drought) leading to associated injury, trauma, 
mental health problems, displacement14, climate-related migration and conflict15 over 
dwindling resources.  

 Rising sea levels are destroying homes and livelihoods; putting major coastal cities16 and entire 
nations at risk17,18.  

 Impacts on mental health19 - post-traumatic stress, anxiety and various forms of eco-distress20.  
 
Equality and Justice. Around the world, even in wealthier nations such as the UK, it is the most 
vulnerable – the poorest communities, black, indigenous, and people of colour (in the global south 
and industrialised nations21), people with disabilities22, women23 and children24, who are already 
bearing the majority of the burden of health harms and are most at risk as the situation worsens. 
Children and young people are particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change by virtue of 
their physiology, dependency, more direct interaction with the environment, mental health impacts, 
and the cumulative effects of them being exposed to climate change impacts over many years.  As 
these groups are also the least responsible for these linked crises, failing to take the necessary steps 
to address them constitutes racial, gender-based, intergenerational and social injustice.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 The Lancet Countdown on health and climate change 
6 Climate change (who.int) 
7 High and Dry : Climate Change, Water, and the Economy (worldbank.org) 
8 Chapter 5 : Food Security — Special Report on Climate Change and Land (ipcc.ch) 
9 Air pollution (who.int) 
10 Every breath we take: the lifelong impact of air pollution | RCP London 
11 The Lancet Countdown on health and climate change 
12 Preventing the next pandemic - Zoonotic diseases and how to break the chain of transmission | UNEP - UN Environment 
Programme 
13 How is climate linked to extreme weather? - Met Office 
14 Climate change is displacing 20 million people each year, Oxfam study shows | World Economic Forum (weforum.org 
15 Climate change raises conflict concerns (unesco.org) 
16 Which Coastal Cities Are at Highest Risk of Damaging Floods? New Study Crunches the Numbers (worldbank.org) 
17 Climate Change: Global Sea Level | NOAA Climate.gov 
18 Sea-level rise and human migration | Nature Reviews Earth & Environment 
19 The College's position on Sustainability | Royal College of Psychiatrists (rcpsych.ac.uk) 
20 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3918955 
21 Why climate change is inherently racist - BBC Future 
22 https://www.ucl.ac.uk/epidemiology-health-

care/sites/epidemiology_health_care/files/disability_and_climate_justice_research_project_final_to_share.pdf  
23 Understanding Why Climate Change Impacts Women More Than Men (globalcitizen.org) 
24 UNICEF-climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis.pdf 

https://www.thelancet.com/countdown-health-climate
https://www.who.int/health-topics/climate-change#tab=tab_3
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/23665
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/chapter/chapter-5/
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/health-topics/air-pollution#:~:text=Both%20ambient%20%28outdoor%29%20and%20household%20%28indoor%29%20air%20pollution,alone%2C%20around%202.2%20million%20people%20die%20each%20year.
https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/projects/outputs/every-breath-we-take-lifelong-impact-air-pollution
https://www.thelancet.com/countdown-health-climate
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/preventing-future-zoonotic-disease-outbreaks-protecting-environment-animals-and
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/preventing-future-zoonotic-disease-outbreaks-protecting-environment-animals-and
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/weather/climate/climate-and-extreme-weather
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/12/extreme-weather-climate-change-displaced/
https://en.unesco.org/courier/2018-2/climate-change-raises-conflict-concerns
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2013/08/19/coastal-cities-at-highest-risk-floods
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-global-sea-level
https://www.nature.com/articles/s43017-019-0002-9/
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/improving-care/working-sustainably/college-position
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3918955
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20220125-why-climate-change-is-inherently-racist
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/epidemiology-health-care/sites/epidemiology_health_care/files/disability_and_climate_justice_research_project_final_to_share.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/epidemiology-health-care/sites/epidemiology_health_care/files/disability_and_climate_justice_research_project_final_to_share.pdf
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/how-climate-change-affects-women/#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20planetary%20phenomenon%20that%20will,sea%20levels%2C%20and%20extreme%20storms%20disproportionately%20affect%20women.
https://www.unicef.org/media/105376/file/UNICEF-climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis.pdf


 
 

The Goal  
 
“The science is unequivocal; a global increase of 1.5°C above the pre-industrial average and the 
continued loss of biodiversity risk catastrophic harm to health that will be impossible to reverse”25  
 
In 2015, governments committed to do what was required to keep global temperature rise below 2 
degrees, aiming for 1.5 degrees26. A subsequent IPCC report27 highlighted the importance of aiming 
for 1.5 degrees in terms of severity of impacts.  
 
There remains uncertainty about the point at which positive feedbacks in the earth’s systems (e.g. 
loss of the albedo effect of ice cover, release of methane from the arctic regions, loss of forests and 
ocean acidification) lead to ‘runaway’ global warming, outside human control. It is vital to limit 
global heating below this point. To date observational data at just above 1 degree of warming, 
exceeds some of the worst case scenario predictions for such changes. In line with the precautionary 
principle, limiting global heating to 1.5 degrees as a maximum28 is therefore the wisest course. To 
achieve this requires a 7-8% reduction in global emissions annually, which necessitates immediate 
and system wide change29 . 
 

Why doctors need to be involved 
 
1. The healthcare system is vulnerable to the impacts of climate change in terms of  

 increased burden of disease (e.g. pandemics, heatwaves, health impacts of air pollution and 
extreme weather etc),  

 extreme weather causing damage to healthcare facilitates (e.g. recent partial evacuation of 
Whipps Cross in London due to flooding), impacting local transport and communication 
systems and freshwater and power supplies,  

 Impacts on supply chains due to events elsewhere.  
 

2. The healthcare system is also culpable, an uncomfortable irony for an industry based on the 
principle of ‘first do no harm’. In addition to a significant contribution to pollution from waste, in 
industrialised nations the health sector contributes 5-10% of greenhouse gas emissions. 
Globally, if the health sector were a country, it would rank as the 5th largest emitter, just behind 
Japan30.   
 

3. There are huge potential health co-benefits31 of actions to avert climate and ecological disaster, 
particularly in terms of reductions in non-communicable disease and improving the standard of 
living and wellbeing for the wider population32, as well as the benefits to the health economy 
and efficiency of care.  

 
4. Doctors are one of the most trusted voices33 for communicating important health information. 

We understand complex systems and feedback loops. We understand the importance of rapid 
responses in emergency situations. We are skilled at communicating complex science in lay 
terms for the public. In the face of widespread ignorance and politicisation of this science-based 
threat we have a moral duty to use our trusted voices to raise awareness.  

                                                           
25 Call for emergency action to limit global temperature increases, restore biodiversity, and protect health | The BMJ 
26 The Paris Agreement | UNFCCC 
27 Global Warming of 1.5 ºC — (ipcc.ch) 
28 Climate Code Red: WHAT LIES BENEATH 
29 AR6 Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis — IPCC 
30 Health care climate footprint report | Health Care Without Harm (noharm-uscanada.org) 
31 Mapping the co-benefits of climate change action to issues of public concern in the UK: a narrative review - The Lancet 
Planetary Health 
32 Health co-benefits of climate action (who.int) 
33 Ipsos Veracity Index 2020 | Ipsos 

https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n1734
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
http://www.climatecodered.org/p/what-lies-beneath.html
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-working-group-i/
https://noharm-uscanada.org/content/global/health-care-climate-footprint-report
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30167-4/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30167-4/fulltext
https://www.who.int/activities/building-capacity-on-climate-change-human-health/toolkit/cobenefits#:~:text=Health%20co-benefits%20of%20climate%20action%20When%20implementing%20mitigation,both%20cost%20savings%20and%20improvement%20in%20health.%20
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/ipsos-mori-veracity-index-2020-trust-in-professions#:~:text=The%20Ipsos%20MORI%20Veracity%20Index%20is%20the%20longest-running,key%20professions%20tracked%20since%20the%20eighties%20and%20nineties.


 
Sustainable healthcare34 does not mean lowering the quality of care and can often improve it whilst 
also reducing expenditure. A sustainable approach means engaging with the wider system to 
prioritise interventions which prevent disease and empower patients to play a larger role in 
managing their own conditions. This has potential to address the health inequities highlighted by the 
recent Marmot report35.  It requires a shift in focus to take account of the impacts of treatment 
choices on the population (local, and global) which we serve as well as the needs of individual 
patients. It involves reducing healthcare related activity by:  

 streamlining pathways (reducing low value activity including unnecessary tests, procedures 
and prescriptions, travel and appointments) and   

 minimising waste 
 
This reduces unnecessary negative impacts on patients and frees up capacity in the system whilst 
often reducing financial outlay. For activity which needs to continue, treatments with lowest carbon 
footprint and environmental impact are chosen where safe and appropriate. 
 
Response of the health community The scale of the threat and the urgent need for action has been 
recognised by the NHS which has, in all four UK nations, pledged to achieve net zero by 204536,37,38,39.  
 
Numerous Royal Colleges and other health organisations have declared a climate emergency or 
made equivalent statements and most are members of the UK Health Alliance on Climate change40. 
Recently over 220 medical journals published the same editorial41 urging world leaders to act on 
climate change. This is unprecedented and reflects the scale of concern in the health community.  
The Royal College of Physicians has named sustainability a seventh domain of quality in healthcare, 
“which must run through and moderate other domains”.42 
 
 
  

                                                           
34 Sustainability in quality improvement: redefining value (nih.gov) 
35 Health Equity in England: The Marmot Review 10 Years On - The Health Foundation 
36 NHS England » NHS becomes the world’s first national health system to commit to become ‘carbon net zero’, backed by 
clear deliverables and milestones 
37 NHS Scotland climate emergency and sustainability strategy 2022 to 2026 - draft: consultation - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
38 NHS Wales Decarbonisation Strategic Delivery Plan (gov wales) 
39 Net Zero NHS | Climate Northern Ireland 
40 Members of the UK Health Alliance on Climate Change 
41 Climate crisis: Over 200 health journals urge world leaders to tackle “catastrophic harm” | The BMJ 
42 Sustainability in quality improvement: redefining value | RCP Journals 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6502556/
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/the-marmot-review-10-years-on
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2020/10/nhs-becomes-the-worlds-national-health-system-to-commit-to-become-carbon-net-zero-backed-by-clear-deliverables-and-milestones/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2020/10/nhs-becomes-the-worlds-national-health-system-to-commit-to-become-carbon-net-zero-backed-by-clear-deliverables-and-milestones/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/nhs-scotland-draft-climate-emergency-sustainability-strategy/#:~:text=In%20recognition%20of%20this%2C%20in%202019%20NHS%20Scotland,our%20greenhouse%20gas%20emissions%20and%20become%20environmentally%20sustainable.
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/nhs-wales-decarbonisation-strategic-delivery-plan-2021-2030-summary.pdf#:~:text=NHS%20Wales%20will%20have%20reduced%20carbon%20emissions%20by,and%20renewable%20energy%20will%20be%20generated%20on%20site
https://www.climatenorthernireland.org.uk/news/net-zero-nhs
http://www.ukhealthalliance.org/members/
https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n2177
https://www.rcpjournals.org/content/futurehosp/5/2/88


 

 

Members of the UK Health Alliance on Climate Change are: 

Academy of Medical Sciences 

Association of Anaesthetists 

Association of Clinical Psychologists 

Association of Surgeons of Great Britain and Ireland 

British Association of Critical Care Nurses 

British Medical Journal 

British and Irish Association of Stroke Physicians 

British Medical Association 

British Thoracic Society 

British Society of Gastroenterology 

College of Paramedics 

Faculty of Public Health 

Faculty of Sexual and Reproductive Health 

Intensive Care Society 

The Lancet 

Nursing Standard Journal 

Plant-Based Health Professionals UK 

Primary Care Respiratory Society 

Royal Pharmaceutical Society 

Royal College of Emergency Medicine 

Royal College of General Practitioners 

Royal College of Nursing 

Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists 

Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health 

Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh 

Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow 

Royal College of Physicians, London 

Royal College of Psychiatrists 

Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh 

Royal College of Surgeons of England 

Royal College of Veterinary Science 

Royal Society of Medicine 

Students for Global Health 


