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Embracing the change required to make a veterinary practice more sustainable 
takes time and effort but the benefits are huge. Not only are you making the 
world a better place for people, pets and the planet. A focus on sustainability 
can improve the quality of patient care, support business performance and 
inspire your team by enabling them to make a difference.

This new report, Turning Over a New Leaf – How to Make Sustainable Change 
in the Veterinary Profession, explores the steps that veterinary practices can 
take to manage their impact on the environment and the effect this can 
have on social behaviour and wellbeing. It presents a range of perspectives, 
demonstrating the value of industry-wide collaboration.

Working within considered and established frameworks helps to guide our 
busy teams. Sue Paterson from the RCVS considers changes to the Practice 
Standards Scheme that will support sustainability, while April Sotomayor from 
Investors in the Environment explains how external accreditation can support 
your goals and showcase the action you’ve taken.

The veterinary profession faces unique challenges and opportunities in
how to tackle environmental issues. Fergus Allerton and Zoë Halfacree 
discuss the steps that can be made in clinical practice to combat antimicrobial 
resistance and surgical waste. Ellie West provides a working perspective on 
integrating sustainability within a large veterinary organisation.

To implement change, you need to bring your teams on the journey. Libby 
Kemkaran explores how to approach behaviour change for sustainability, while 
Ben Baker, Diane Royle and Elisa Robinson discuss their personal experiences 
of working with others to make their primary care and referral sites more 
environmentally-friendly.  

Thank you to all our contributors, who have shared their experiences and 
guidance for the benefit of the profession and the planet. I hope it will 
help to inspire our readers because every change, large 
or small, truly makes a difference. 



290
Associates actively engage in our Sustainability Yammer community.

96% 
Of our primary care teams have completed a PROTECT poster to address antimicrobial resistance (AMR).

60%
Are members of the Investors in the Environment (iiE) accreditation scheme.

of our 72
teams

Are accredited by Investors in the Environment (iiE) with 32% at Bronze level, 8%      
including our support office at Silver and 6% have 
achieved the highest accolade of Green.

of our 72
teams

46%
We automated 53% of our gas and electricity meters in 2022 to better understand our energy use. 

Davies Veterinary Specialists won Green Practice of the Year at the Veterinary Green Awards 2022. Wear Referrals named Outstanding Overall Achiever (SME) at the iiE awards 2022. 

Our strategy aligns with the Mars Veterinary 
Health 2025 sustainability approach which 
focuses on climate change, waste reduction 
and pharmaceutical stewardship.

We Go for Lower Flow campaign trained over 450 VNs and    reduced anaesthetic gas purchases by 9% from 2021-2022.

Introduced an antibiotics amnesty in November 2022 and reduced our antibiotic purchases by 15% in 2021-22.

Preferred green products supplier list available for medical and domestic equipment and consumables. 
CONTINUED 

AMR campaign in 2022.

SUSTAINABILITY2022

71%
Of our 205 operational sites have dry mixed recycling       collections.

Introduced a salary sacrifice scheme for electric vehicles.
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By Sue Paterson, 
Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) Junior Vice-President and 
RCVS Council Lead for Environment & Sustainability  

Embedding 
sustainability 
in standards

With the impacts of the climate crisis becoming 
clearer – and the UK committing to net zero carbon 
emissions by 2050 – the RCVS set up an Environment 
and Sustainability Working Party to explore how we 
could support the profession to be more sustainable. 



As a keen sustainability advocate, I had the pleasure 
of chairing the working party. Sustainability within the 
veterinary profession is hugely important to me and I 
am equally passionate about making my own discipline 
more sustainable. In spring 2022, I spent three days in 
Scandinavia lecturing on sustainable dermatology practice, 
including responsible use of antimicrobials. Additionally, I 
have recently launched a range of sustainable dermatology 
products for the UK and European pet care markets. 

One of the working party’s key roles was to consider what 
the best regulatory mechanism would be for the RCVS to 
help encourage veterinary practices to embed sustainability 
in their everyday considerations and improve how they 
do things accordingly.  

As well as looking at how we could help the profession with 
its sustainability agenda, the RCVS also began to look at 
its own sustainability policies to lead by example. In 2021 
we signed up to the Investors in the Environment (iiE)
scheme, achieving Bronze accreditation in early 2022.  

In many respects, we have been pushing at an open door as 
many individual practices and practice groups are well ahead, 
and there are many vocal advocates for greater sustainability 
in the veterinary sector at organisations such as Vet Sustain.  

Overall, it was decided that the best way to introduce new 
environmental sustainability requirements was through the 
Practice Standards Scheme (PSS), with new standards that 
all practices would have to adhere to. We also decided 
to develop a new Environmental Sustainability Award that 
would recognise those practices leading the way in 
addressing the climate crisis.  

RCVS Council approved the new standards and the award in 
2022, and we are introducing the changes on a phased basis.

Practices can now apply for the Environmental Sustainability 
Award, with assessments having started from January 
2023. The award allows practices to demonstrate they have 
embedded environmentally sustainable behaviours and are 
excelling with their sustainability goals. The award includes 
points for reducing waste, consolidating orders of medicines 
and minimising drug wastage, along with calculating the 
practice’s carbon footprint and setting reduction targets.

Changes to the standards are effective from summer 2023, 
with major changes having been made to both the Core 
Standards and General Practice requirements. These new 
standards were developed by the Practice Standards Group, 
in collaboration with the Centre for Sustainable Healthcare 
(CSH), a charitable organisation with extensive experience 
of supporting human healthcare services to implement 
sustainable practices. 

The changes cover sustainability over a wide range of 
practice areas. This includes having a practice sustainability 
policy; communicating sustainability achievements to 
staff and clients; minimising anaesthetic gas usage; 
and increasing guidance around the responsible use of 
antimicrobials, anthelmintics and ectoparasiticides. In 
addition to improving environmental sustainability, the 
new and amended standards also include requirements 
to help make practices more socially sustainable through 
measures such as increasing diversity and inclusion. 

We will be signposting the profession to a wide range of 
resources to help them better understand and meet the new 
requirements. In the meantime, if you have any questions, 
please contact the Practice Standards Team on 
pss@rcvs.org.uk

“There are many vocal
advocates for greater 
sustainability in the 
veterinary sector. ”

“Practices can
now apply for the 
Environmental 
Sustainability Award. ”
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Addressing 
antimicrobial 
resistance through 
evidence and 
awareness

By Fergus Allerton, 
RCVS & EBVS® European Specialist in Small Animal Internal Medicine at Willows 
Veterinary Centre & Referral Service in the West Midlands

The significant impact on human health from 
antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is widely documented,1,2 
with global mortality caused by multi-drug-resistant 
infections anticipated to continue growing.3  
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Veterinary professionals are critical stakeholders in taking 
a One Health approach to AMR, which highlights the 
links between animal, human and environmental health.4 
Given the overlap of antimicrobial classes between 
human and veterinary medicine, their use in animals 
could amplify levels of AMR among pathogens of public 
health concern.5,6 Indeed, multi-drug resistant bacteria 
have been isolated from farm7 and companion8 animals. 

There are also negative impacts of antibiotic residues and 
AMR on the health of aquatic and land ecosystems.9 The 
negative implications of AMR on animal health are also well 
recognised,10-13 with the inability to treat simple infections 
leading to poor animal welfare and limiting the care we 
can offer. Finally, medicines generate a carbon footprint, 
especially in the supply chain, and are a large part of the 
procurement footprint, so antibiotic stewardship can save 
carbon emissions too.

We are at the frontline of the fight against AMR and also 
leaders in animal welfare. This requires a vital balancing 
act in how our profession protects the treatment and best 
interests of our patients, whilst also safeguarding human 
and environmental health. To maintain our access to 
antimicrobials, we must continually demonstrate our ability 
to reduce, refine and rationalise our prescribing habits. 

Evidence-based education 

Addressing the threat of AMR relies on increased awareness 
amongst our profession and with pet owners. Yet knowledge 
of AMR and rational antimicrobial use guidance is poor 
among surveyed final-year veterinary students,14 highlighting 
a need for further training in this area.  

We must fully utilise education resources that provide 
up-to-date, evidence-based information succinctly to our 
time-poor community. The 2018 PROTECT ME poster15 offers 
recommendations for antibiotic use and appropriate 
avoidance for common conditions. This includes advice to 
prescribe only when necessary, reduce prophylaxis, seek 
non-antibiotic treatment options and culture appropriately.  

Microbiology laboratories can also encourage appropriate 
antibiotic use by guiding clinicians in selecting antibiotics, 
reporting options based on susceptibility testing reports, 
and recognising contaminants or resident bacteria flora 
as opposed to true infection-causing bacteria.  

Our profession should feel reassured that they can follow 
evidence-based guidelines detailing presentations where 
antibiotics are deemed unnecessary. Gastrointestinal disease, 
for example, offers few indications for justified antibiotic 
use.16-19 Where this information is not always available, 
recommendations can be based on expert opinion, 
extrapolation from other species and anecdotal experience, 
which support clinicians in reaching a decision that 

optimises the outcome for their patient while minimising 
the risk of AMR.  

As antibiotic use is the main driver of AMR, veterinary 
prescribers have an important role to play. But prevention of 
use will have the biggest impact, supported through robust 
infection control. In many practices, veterinary nurses and 
patient care assistants lead on hand hygiene, surgical, wound 
and catheter hygiene, along with infection control protocols. 
Operational teams can support with stringent cleaning and 
hygiene, particularly in the face of infectious and zoonotic 
diseases.     

The vital role of pet owners 

Educating pet owners on AMR is critical if we are to engage 
this key stakeholder. This is particularly important since 
conversations with clients can lead to clinicians feeling 
pressurised to provide antibiotics.20  

While remaining entirely sympathetic to our patients and 
clients, recovery is not always dependent on antibiotic 
therapy. A non-prescription form21 has been produced by the 
British Small Animal Veterinary Association (BSAVA) and 
Small Animal Medicine Society (SAMSoc) to support vets 
to share a message of rational antibiotic use with pet owners. 
The form highlights that a clinical decision in the best 
interests of their pet has been made that does not involve 
antibiotics, while offering alternative options for case 
management.

Addressing underlying conditions for patients on long-term 
courses of treatment could have a particularly significant 
impact on tackling AMR. We still face a dilemma, 
nonetheless. Prescribing antibiotics can be beneficial if 
there is an underlying infectious aetiology or should sepsis 
develop, and may reduce the environmental and welfare 
costs of treating more serious disease.

Discussions with pet owners about AMR can be led by all 
areas of the veterinary practice including client care, 
reception and clinical teams. 

“We are at the f rontline
of the f ight against 
AMR and also leaders 
in animal welfare.”
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An antibiotic amnesty pilot launched in November 2022 by 
the veterinary profession and NHS Midlands, for example, 
aimed to encourage the public to return unused or unwanted 
antibiotics to appropriate sites for safe disposal. Promotion of 
the campaign included reception posters and an animated 
film, reminders by client care teams, updates on social 
media and website resources.22 It has been shown that 
when provided with the correct information, more that 75% 
of the public disposed of their antibiotics appropriately.23  

Greater awareness across our profession and the public, 
supported by a One Health approach, will hopefully translate 
into less reliance on prescriptions, safer disposal 
practices and a reduced threat from AMR.  

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Worcestershire before completing a residency in small 
animal medicine at the University of Liege, Belgium. He 
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Solihull in 2013 and became an RCVS & EBVS® European 
Specialist in Small Animal Internal Medicine in 2016. 

He is Chairman of the Small Animal Medicine Society and 
helped with the relaunch of the PROTECT ME antibiotic 
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and Companion and an Associate Editor for JAC-AMR. 
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Putting waste 
reduction into 
practice

By Zoë Halfacree, 
RCVS & EBVS® European Specialist in Small Animal Surgery at Davies Veterinary 
Specialists in Hertfordshire and a Director of Vet Sustain 

Healthcare can have an environmental impact from 
energy usage and waste produced by delivering care.24 
A few key areas contributing to the carbon footprint of 
healthcare are the procurement of pharmaceuticals, 
equipment and consumables.25
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We heavily rely on single use items in veterinary practice, 
which have revolutionised healthcare through infection 
control.26 However this has turned into an over-dependency 
on disposable items.27 Rationalising the use of consumables, 
and reducing the resulting volume of waste, is vital if we 
are to become more sustainable.  

We all strive to provide the best clinical care, so how do we 
balance this with reducing our consumable use? It is an 
interesting question when you begin to look at the evidence.  

Sustainability swaps

An easy switch to make in clinical practice is surgical scrub 
hats. A hair covering has a strong evidence base for 
preventing the shedding of hair or dander into the 
environment. Reusable fabric theatre hats are superior to 
single-use disposables when comparing environmental 
contamination with particles and bacteria with a hat 
laundered daily.28  

The operating theatre produces waste and can also 
contribute to carbon emissions.29 A detailed life-cycle 
analysis comparing all aspects of the environmental impact 
of reusable versus single-use disposable gowns30 highlights 
how reusable textiles have a significantly lower impact 
despite their laundering, repackaging and resterilisation.

Further studies tell the same story, reporting that reusable 
gowns reduce energy consumption by 64%, greenhouse gas 
emissions by 66%, blue water consumption by 83% and solid 
waste generation by 84% compared with single-use 
alternatives.31   

We must maintain standards for infection control when 
using reusable products. Responsibility for harm when 
reusables are used outside the manufacturer’s instructions 
lie with the user. 

Reusable surgical textiles should be monitored for number of 
uses and for signs of wear as the barrier function reduces 
after a certain number of washes without appropriate 
maintenance. Modern reusable surgical textiles can have 
superior barrier properties to the single-use materials; 
making the right switch could improve gown performance 
and reduce environmental impact.  

Non-sterile examination gloves are also worth consideration. 
A campaign at Great Ormond Street Hospital (GOSH) helped 
staff risk assess the use of non-sterile examination gloves 
(NSEG) and improve adherence to hand hygiene protocols.32 
Audits showed that NSEG overuse meant opportunities for 
hand decontamination were missed. The campaign was 
motivated by concerns regarding infection control33 but 
brought additional financial and environmental benefits. 

The campaign generated positive results. In the following 
12 months GOSH ordered 3.7 million fewer NSEG compared 
with the year before, saving more than £90,000 and avoiding 
18 tonnes of plastic. Plus, staff reported hand dermatitis 
less frequently.34

Access to reusable surgical textiles can also bring greater 
business resilience due to a lower risk in operational 
disruption caused by supply chain issues. This was 
experienced during the COVID pandemic when single-use 
personal protective equipment was diverted to the NHS.

A balancing act  

Whilst we must demonstrate responsible stewardship of our 
resources, maintaining outstanding quality of patient care 
is our priority. Ongoing auditing for quality assurance and 
infection control is essential when any changes are being 
made. Implementing decision-making processes in clinical 
practice, backed by the evidence available and supported by 
the practice leadership team, will help to establish the best 
way to care for our patients as well as the environment.  

“Rationalising the use of 
consumables, and 
reducing the resulting 
volume of waste, is vital 
if we are to become 
more sustainable.”

“Access to reusable
surgical textiles can 
also bring greater 
business resilience.”
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The value of 
environmental 
accreditation 

By April Sotomayor,
Principal Consultant for Investors in the Environment (iiE) 

Rapidly rising environmental awareness across the 
veterinary sector has many people wondering how they 
can improve their environmental footprint and where 
to begin. Unlike the NHS, which has been working 
towards sustainable development performance 
indicators for years, the veterinary sector is yet to fully 
grasp its cumulative environmental impact but is 
beginning to understand its power and influence on 
making impactful change.
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However, with little data on the environmental impact of the 
sector, it is difficult for the average practice to understand 
how well they are doing compared with others like them. 
With the UK Government targeting net-zero emissions by 
2050, however, it makes sense for practices to begin to 
benchmark their own progress against baseline 
performance. Implementing activities to improve these 
results can bring a whole range of co-benefits for staff 
wellbeing and sense of purpose, the natural environment 
and even the financial good of the practice itself.

Benchmarking progress can help you move beyond the 
satisfaction of the quick win and develop your practice 
management such that sustainable development is central 
to your work, enabling you to achieve those slower, bigger 
wins and ensure you remain active in all key areas of impact. 
Working through a structured scheme like iiE accreditation 
can help to make this easier and more rewarding.

This may all feel overwhelming in the context of a busy 
practice – but you need not go it alone. Using the iiE 
framework and joining other members working towards the 
goal of sustainability encourages people to get started and, 
more importantly, keep going. Independent environmental 
advisers at iiE give the practice an impartial assessment of 
performance to build trust and credibility into your journey 
– but then propel you forward, often moving up the levels 
from Bronze to Silver and Green annually.  

The iiE framework and audit helps practices go beyond 
compliance and make more of other benefits that lead to 
improving practice culture and connecting people to the 
shared purpose of improving the environment. Sustainability 
isn’t a final destination – it’s a process and there will always 
be people to engage and new things to improve.

According to a recent green skills analysis35 there is great 
value in upskilling existing job roles in sustainability – not 
everyone needs to be a sustainability expert, but all roles 
should access the appropriate knowledge and advice to help 
them do their bit. Bringing together a green team or group 
of people with adequate time, capability and passion to 
lead the way at practice level is key, but this doesn’t mean 
radically changing their day job. This green team could 
include a core of individuals responsible for implementing 
actions as part of their day job, with a wider participation 
of other staff to bring in their insights and ideas.  

The green team also performs the role of championing your 
environmental goals to other colleagues. A strong team will 
also be vital to outreach across the practice, making sure 
everyone knows what the business is working towards 
(low carbon, low waste, boosting nature) and understand  
they will be an important part of this evolving culture.  

Working through an environmental accreditation like iiE – 
which offers a framework, individual and team learning 
support, and tools – helps practices make the sustainability 
transition at speed.  

“Sustainability isn’t a
f inal destination –
it’s a process.”

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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BENEFITS OF EXTERNAL ACCREDITATION

• Clear and tangible milestones help you get
started, set achievable targets, and keep going  

• Support and guidance from experts 

• Joining a wider community, sharing experiences
and resources 

• External endorsement from an organisation that has
no vested interest but prioritises improvements
in sustainability 

• Levels and rankings so you know how you perform
compared with others 
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Leading 
sustainability 
in primary care
Ben Baker, Facilities and Client Care Co-ordinator at 
Blacks Vets in the Black Country, and Diane Royle, 
Registered Veterinary Nurse (RVN) at D&T Veterinary 
Centre in Staffordshire, are green group leads at their 
practices. Their focus on sustainability has helped 
their practices earn Investors in the Environment (iiE) 
accreditation. We joined their conversation about how 
they achieved this – and what it means for them. 
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Being a green lead

Ben: My role ranges from facilities management to 
complaints, health and safety, marketing and IT. I became a 
green lead due to my background in project management 
and I work across our five branches, which employ about 
100 people. Having an existing knowledge of areas we 
could improve, such as insulation and energy efficiency, 
was very helpful. I focus on iiE accreditation, promoting 
sustainability and developing an engaged green team. 

Diane: I work as an RVN across our two branches. In 2020, 
our clinical director Sarah Sheppard wanted to set up a 
green group to focus on sustainability. It looked like a big 
project, but I put up my hand and said I recycle, with little 
idea of what else would be involved! I fell into the role but 
I’m glad I did.  

Having a smaller team of about 20 makes it easier to 
communicate, so we gathered ideas from everyone on 
becoming more sustainable. I share the green lead role with 
Sarah because we have different but complementary skills.  

Ben: I also share the green lead role with our operations 
manager Sarah Lewis; it’s a real team effort. When we fill 
in data, we sit down together and make sure we ring-
fence that time and space to ensure it's done correctly.

Diane: That sounds ideal. I also work with our clinical director 
Sarah on data to ensure it's been checked again for accuracy.

Ben: It’s good to bounce ideas off people; you can end up 
going down paths you don’t need to, so it’s helpful to get 
others’ perspectives.

Diane: We did that with the way data was being collected 
and shared. You can risk spending too much time on the 
detail behind the data, when actually it's worth taking 
a step back to look at the overall trends instead.  

Ben: That is similar to us. You can assume the data needs 
to be more thorough than required. We found collecting 
historical data difficult and spent lots of time contacting old 
suppliers. After speaking with iiE, we were told to do what's 
reasonable. Rather than going back three years, focus on two 
years but do it well. Don’t let great get in the way of good. 

Working with others

Diane: Because we are a small team, everybody has 
responsibility for something. This could be recycling, turning 
lights off or CPD on lower flow anaesthesia. Everyone is 
part of the green team, no matter how involved they are.

In time, people have shown their own interests in 
sustainability and I ask them to focus on that. My colleague 
Jo Waldron is brilliant at community projects so she leads 
that and I focus on writing it up for the audit. 

Ben: We promoted the green group in our weekly 
communications. Like Diane, we targeted individuals with 
an interest in sustainability – people who were taking foil 
home to recycle or collecting food leftovers to compost. 

Our green group comprises vets, nurses and a maintenance 
manager, all with different expertise. We asked everybody 
to take on an achievable project each. One of our vets was 
studying for her certificate and didn’t have much time 
but wanted to come along. We encouraged her to offer 
ideas and encouragement to others, which worked well.

Highlights and hurdles

Ben: People who wouldn’t usually work together are now 
engaging in new ways. We’ve always been close-knit but the 
green team has strengthened those bonds.

Diane: We’ve experienced real changes in mindset. Patient 
care is our priority but the environment is now in people’s 
mindset too. From switching off lights to recycling – 
colleagues are proud of their actions, which have become 
natural behaviour.

“Everyone is part of
the green team, no 
matter how involved 
they are.”

16  |  TURNING OVER A NEW LEAF – HOW TO MAKE SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN THE VETERINARY PROFESSION



17  |  TURNING OVER A NEW LEAF – HOW TO MAKE SUSTAINABLE CHANGE IN THE VETERINARY PROFESSION

Ben: Finding time can be difficult. It’s important to break 
tasks into manageable pieces, so you can see what’s been 
accomplished. Dealing with waste suppliers was challenging 
but after speaking to colleagues in Linnaeus, we are 
switching providers. 

Diane: I agree. No matter how prepared you are, completing 
your iiE audit is a big job. Five minutes here and there isn’t 
enough, but the more people are on board, the more you can 
spread your workload.  

Top tips 

Diane: Definitely become a green lead. It’s rewarding 
because you know you’re doing something good and 
improving attitudes to the environment. I’d recommend 
sharing the role with someone with a different skillset, and 
getting lots of people involved.  

Ben: Completely agree. Be realistic and kind to yourself 
because a lot of the work isn’t that onerous. It should be 
happening anyway; it’s good business sense to monitor your 
resources and waste financially as well as environmentally.

Also, seek advice. We struggled to work out what to prioritise, 
so we spoke to iiE and they recommended which actions 
to take.

Ben Baker with Sarah Lewis at Blacks Vets

Looking back  

Diane: Earning Silver accreditation was amazing. It’s also 
the little wins that make my day. One colleague came into 
work with a pre-packaged apple and told me he was putting 
his plastic in the recycling bin. I asked why he had a plastic-
wrapped apple in the first place and he’s only had loose 
apples since – unless he brings them in on my days off! 

Ben: Quickly gaining Bronze accreditation was a huge 
personal achievement. By bringing people together 
through the green group, communication within Blacks 
is much easier, and to me that’s a real benefit.

“It’s important to break
tasks into manageable 
pieces, so you can 
see what’s been 
accomplished.”
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By Libby Kemkaran,
Neurocoach and Director of Kemkaran Consulting Ltd and Vet Sustain 

Our need for swift, effective behaviour change is key to 
addressing our environmental challenges, yet resistance 
to change is still a barrier in some veterinary practices.

Behaviour 
change for
sustainability 
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Changing to sustainable practices can be hard. Good change 
management should successfully implement the processes, 
business strategies and behaviours that we need for our 
planet, while minimising potentially negative outcomes 
resulting from change itself. We must recognise the barriers 
to behavioural change and focus on the strategies and 
techniques that avoid disruption, disharmony or increasing 
attrition within a veterinary team.  

Leadership through change 

Evidence of climate change has been exponentially 
growing36 but you may have team members who struggle to 
accept this reality.37 Recognising climate change can create 
the need to immediately change existing – and conflicting – 
behaviours that were previously seen as normal, which can 
be uncomfortable and hard work. It is simpler, easier and 
safer neurologically to resist change. This creates a challenge 
as well as an opportunity to motivate and inspire individuals 
to change, because it could lead to discomfort and stress.   

Failure to adequately manage individuals through change is 
costly. We are in a ‘code red for humanity' due to global 
heating38 and most people understand there are substantial 
hazards resulting from inaction. However, there are also 
implications for organisations trying to implement any kind 
of change, whether it relates to sustainability or other 
operational areas. Employees disturbed by this can become 
unproductive, leading to presenteeism and ‘quiet quitting’ 
if change is not managed well.39-42 

Our beliefs drive our behaviours, which drive all our 
communications. It is essential we understand these 
different belief systems and manage expectations for 
different thinking styles to effect sustainable behaviours 
within a team. Old-fashioned motivation by carrot and stick 
from a ‘command and control’ model should instead 
become ‘trust and inspire’. 

When we propose more environmentally-friendly changes in 
a way that allows veterinary professionals to feel safe, and 
feels compatible with providing excellent quality of care, it is 
more likely that change will be comfortable and therefore 
sustained.

Cognitive diversity 

There is an irrational perception that everyone in the world 
thinks like us but they don't. We also think everyone 
communicates and processes like us, and they don’t. 
Diversity of thought, and the inclusion of others, is incredible 
important. 

There are a huge range of personality types working in the 
veterinary sector, which adds to its creativity and adaptability.  

If we can understand our staff, and sustainability leaders can 
understand the blind spots in their own belief systems, we 
can implement a smooth transition to environmentally-
friendly veterinary healthcare. Studies show a four-way split 
of different thinking styles43 that can be personified in 
The Big Cat Vet Brain44 types I have identified below.

Cheetah

The explorer and creative of the group. This is a fast-talking 
and agile mind, able to see the big picture, strategise and 
create effortlessly. They therefore adopt new ideas easily 
when presented with enough reason to get onboard and 
embrace change; such as reusable surgical textiles and 
alterations to waste management systems. They can be 
involved in change by calling to their helicopter view of 
what sustainable healthcare could look like, rather than 
where we are now, as they are highly visual processors.  

Lion 

Lions are all about the pride. They get onboard with change 
so long as they understand how it will help everyone in the 
practice team; this could include the direct benefits of 
antibiotic stewardship to patient care and reducing 
resistance, or the indirect benefits of greening outside areas 
to staff wellbeing and retention. As an auditory processor 
they need to hear the story, then they will be cheerleaders 
who will bring others along with them. As natural speakers, 
they find ways to communicate effortlessly through 
newsletters, notice boards, webinars and social media. 

Leopard 

The leopard is resistant to change and doesn’t like to do 
things differently to how they’ve always done them. Change 
for a leopard is difficult and feels unsafe. This is a challenge 
when sustainable practices are relatively new in veterinary 
practice. Leopards need to know the context for everything 
and take pride in consistency, so robust flows of information 
are vital. To get them on board with change requires step-by-
step hand holding and a kinesthetic approach as it needs 
to feel safe. Moving to lower flow anaesthesia, for example, 
may require a delicate balance of education, equipment and 
expert support to avoid discomfort.

Tiger 

Owners of data, detail and precision in the group. As auditory 
digital processors, they like to communicate in data and 
believe process is more important than people. Risk averse, 
they hate to waste time or money; they like a warranty and to 
know everything will work before they start. They may 
therefore be later adopters of sustainable changes like 
onsite renewable energy technologies unless there is a 
robust business case and contract in place, or they have 
great trust in the change-makers. 

However, we still lack a lot of knowledge about how best to 
be sustainable in veterinary practice, and the trade-offs 
between different environmental harms, so tigers will be 
pessimistic about such changes due to the lack of proof. 

“Our beliefs drive
our behaviours,
which drive all our 
communications.”
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Breaking down change into steps and processes will make 
tigers feel safe enough to get on board; external accreditation 
provides a recognised framework that will also help. 

Everyone is different

There is no ‘one size fits all’ for behaviour change. Everyone 
needs a sense of autonomy, mastery and purpose to deliver 
peak performance, which will be needed to drive improved 
environmental sustainability in veterinary practices.45 
Recognising the personality types in your team can radically 
improve the ability of a leader to deliver sustainable 
changes46 and increase team harmony during the 
transformation.  
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Taking the leap: 
how we achieved 
top accreditation 

By Elisa Robinson, 
Head of Nursing Services and green lead at Wear Referrals in County Durham

In the summer of 2020, the team at Wear Referrals decided 
to join the Investors in the Environment (iiE) accreditation 
scheme. We work in a stunning building that has won 
an award47 for its eco-friendly design, ranging from solar 
panels to biomass boilers. But inside the hospital, there 
was more we could do.
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The team at Wear wanted to take on the challenge to see if 
we could make sustainable choices to match our building’s 
environmental credentials.

The iiE scheme helps businesses like Wear reduce their 
impact on the environment, save money and become 
accredited at one of three levels: Bronze, Silver or Green.48 
It involves creating an environmental policy, having waste 
management and travel plans, reducing resource use, and 
completing corporate social responsibility projects, which 
within Linnaeus have a One Health focus.

After a year we gained Bronze iiE accreditation – and by May 
2022 we achieved the top level, Green. Despite the jump in 
certification, we found small steps made the biggest 
difference in making us more sustainable.

Starting small

Change does not always need to be made on a grand scale. 
Introducing bins for waste segregation and recycling, for 
example, increased our recycling rate by 170%. We have a 
‘Paws to turn off ’ campaign with stickers to remind people 
to turn off air conditioning and lights. These simple changes 
have made significant contributions to lowering our carbon 
footprint.

Individual departments can make their own changes, from 
the client care team using recycled paper to our clinical team 
implementing lower flow anaesthesia more widely. To reduce 
waste, Wear introduced reusable alternatives such as masks 
and used fewer single-use incontinence sheets, which made 
a significant financial and environmental impact.

Individual equipment also makes a difference. Our audit 
highlighted how refrigerants from air-conditioning 
contribute to our CO2 equivalent emissions, which we have 
addressed through servicing. These small adjustments 
added up. Despite an increase in staff numbers and 
equipment, carbon emissions fell by 15%. Wear is also now 
part of a group renewable electricity contract with other 
Linnaeus practices and hospitals.

On the journey 

Our team has found that smaller, low-friction modifications 
are also more likely to drive wider culture change. 
Communicating these wins builds momentum, positivity and 
a willingness to embrace change. Sharing work amongst our 
green group – Wear’s ‘green beans’ – boosted collective pride 
in our achievements.

It was important that our colleagues had access to, and 
understood, our environmental management policy. A 
combination of emails, notice boards and verbal updates 
built engagement, with every accomplishment shared with 
colleagues. This was a gradual process, taking several 
months with the pressure of social distancing and busy 
caseloads. Nonetheless, interest and compliance increased.

The iiE scheme also considers social sustainability, including 
mental health. By focusing on the wellbeing of colleagues 
and patients as well as the environment, we have installed 
a patient oasis in the dog walking area. It now features a 
bench with bee and dog-friendly plants where the team 
can relax with patients. Our memorial tree scheme with the 
Yorkshire Dales Millennium Trust has planted over 300 trees.  

These measures created a wide ripple effect by making 
a tangible impact on the team, who have become more 
mindful of personal choices. Colleagues are now segregating 
waste, composting and using renewable energy suppliers 
at home. 

Showing what’s possible, demonstrating we are making a 
difference and recognising these efforts has led to more 
motivation, inspiration and pride. 

Delving into the data

The trickiest part of achieving Green accreditation was 
gathering the data to gauge our success. A veterinary carbon 
calculator covers all aspects of resource use and is based on 
evidence from invoices and regular readings. 

The audit pack also takes time to complete, but we are part 
of a cohort of veterinary practices within Linnaeus making 
similar changes and we share our experiences to help each 
other. Our sustainability lead at Linnaeus, Ellie West, advises 
on the accreditation process and the guidance of the iiE 
professional sustainability team was also incredibly valuable. 

Managing this project was a real learning curve but Wear 
allocated protected time for a member of our 'green 
beans' group to complete this work. We also invested in 
formal training, enabling her to complete an environmental 
management course. 

Next steps 

Our biggest challenge remains waste segregation. We have 
introduced training for new starters, but ultimately it’s about 
accepting that not everyone will remember to switch off 
lights or recycle every sheet of paper.

As with culture change, improving sustainability will never be 
a ‘job done’. There is always something to improve, another 
project to start. But small steps continue to make a 
cumulative difference, and we will continue to take them.

“Change does not 
always need to be made 
on a grand scale.”

“Communicating
these wins builds 
momentum, positivity 
and a willingness to 
embrace change.”
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Starting the journey: 
how to integrate 
sustainability into 
your organisation  

By Ellie West,
RCVS and EBVS® European Specialist in Veterinary Anaesthesia and Analgesia 
at Davies Veterinary Specialists and Environmental Sustainability Lead for Linnaeus

For anyone looking to make their veterinary practice 
more sustainable, at first impression the journey can 
look like a series of small steps. Tracking your carbon 
footprint, implementing recycling systems, introducing 
waste management processes – all of these are 
practical actions that take time and effort but deliver 
clear results. They are important actions to take; 
everything we can do as a profession will help to make 
our planet healthier, happier and safer.
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Taking a step back, however, can reveal a much broader 
landscape for your sustainability journey. The key for your 
organisation is to decide what can make a meaningful 
difference and the biggest impact to our environment.

Having become the green lead at Davies Veterinary 
Specialists, I then progressed into a more central role within 
Linnaeus, which owns Davies. The question was where to 
begin within a much larger and more complex business. Easy 
wins help to build momentum and confidence, but we also 
needed strategic change across our culture, infrastructure 
and in clinical practice. In time, our aims evolved from four 
major projects into a more cohesive five-year strategy 
covering climate change, waste and pharmaceutical 
stewardship.

  

External expertise  

During the development of the sustainability strategy, I 
spoke with a wide range of environmental champions, most 
of whom are not in the veterinary profession. Gathering 
advice from experts across a range of sectors, charities and 
government organisations enabled us to work out what 
would be achievable for a business the size of Linnaeus – and 
any challenges we would need to address.  

It became clear that I needed to deepen my knowledge of 
sustainability beyond its application to veterinary medicine. 
External training provides a crucial wider perspective on how 
to integrate sustainability into a business, with organisations 
such as the Institute of Environmental Management & 
Assessment49 providing valuable opportunities for 
professional development through its green careers hub.  

Setting out an environmental management plan provides 
the basis for a strategic approach while outlining the specific 
changes needed. Using the ISO 14001:2015 standard for 
environmental management systems50 specifies the 
requirements for a management system that can enhance 
an organisation’s environmental performance. As well as 
being applicable to all organisations, regardless of type and 
size, the standard covers a range of areas from finance 
to compliance.  

Using an external accreditation provider – for Linnaeus, this is 
Investors in the Environment (iiE) – has also supported our 
internal objectives. Having sustainability metrics set outside 
our organisation gives a clear indication we are following best 
practice rather than guidelines set to our own advantage. 
Being evaluated by an external specialist provides credibility 
and buy-in from our teams, clients and stakeholders. 

Culture change

My initial priorities have focused on integrating sustainability 
into the culture of Linnaeus by demonstrating the benefits it 
would bring to the business. It was critical to winning the 

support of our senior leadership team and securing the 
time and resource required to implement change.

This, in turn, could only happen with the buy-in of our 
practices and support office team – ranging from legal 
to marketing, finance, communications and facilities.  

For our practices, enabling individual teams to gain iiE 
accreditation through their own environmental management 
schemes provides the autonomy and freedom to develop a
sustainability journey tailored to their own needs. Practice 
and hospital successes are recognised though a range of 
communications activities. Igniting the interest and passion 
from a community of like-minded colleagues has enabled 
us to share their aspirations, challenges and achievements 
through internal communications channels, boosting the 
sense of achievement that would spur further action 
and engagement. 

The support of others 

As we began to roll out more sustainability activity, it was 
critical this did not detract from clinical workloads during 
busy times. Our practices and hospitals need to focus on 
providing the highest quality of care, safe in the knowledge 
that the business is making sustainable choices. 

Working in clinical practice can generate a reactive 
mindset, quickly responding to a wide variety of cases, 
but sustainability requires a different way of working that 
focuses on project management, communicating what 
you are doing and collaborative planning. The solution is 
prioritisation. What is achievable and will make the biggest 
impact? What time, resource and investment will it require?  

In the clinic, collective expertise makes a huge difference 
for less impactful waste disposal; reducing procurement 
emissions from disposable products, systems and services; 
and using capnography to reduce carbon emissions 
associated with anaesthesia. For our central teams, dealing 
with a single, sustainability-minded supplier brings group-
wide benefits; for example, supplier-led programmes to 
heat-map energy consumption patterns. 

There can be many barriers on the path to sustainability, 
such as a lack of metrics, structural capacity, engagement 
or training. Recognising and removing them will take the 
effort of more than one person. Bringing others on the 
journey is vital to making a difference to our environment; 
with the right strategy and support, it is possible to 
radically lessen our impact upon the environment.

“Decide what can make
a meaningful difference 
and the biggest 
impact.”

“Igniting the interest
and passion f rom a 
community of like-
minded colleagues has 
enabled us to share 
their aspirations.”
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