
WHO GUIDANCE FOR
CLIMATE-RESILIENT AND 
ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE
HEALTH CARE FACILITIES

W
H

O
 G

U
ID

AN
CE FO

R CLIM
ATE-RESILIEN

T A
N

D
 EN

V
IRO

N
M

EN
TA

LLY SU
STA

IN
A

BLE H
EALTH

 CARE FACILITIES





WHO GUIDANCE FOR 
CLIMATE-RESILIENT AND 
ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE 
HEALTH CARE FACILITIES



WHO guidance for climate-resilient and environmentally sustainable health care facilities

ISBN 978-92-4-001222-6 (electronic version)
ISBN 978-92-4-001223-3 (print version)

© World Health Organization 2020

Some rights reserved. This work is available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 IGO licence 
(CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo). 

Under the terms of this licence, you may copy, redistribute and adapt the work for non-commercial purposes, provided the work 
is appropriately cited, as indicated below. In any use of this work, there should be no suggestion that WHO endorses any specific 
organization, products or services. The use of the WHO logo is not permitted. If you adapt the work, then you must license your 
work under the same or equivalent Creative Commons licence. If you create a translation of this work, you should add the following 
disclaimer along with the suggested citation: “This translation was not created by the World Health Organization (WHO). WHO is 
not responsible for the content or accuracy of this translation. The original English edition shall be the binding and authentic edition”. 

Any mediation relating to disputes arising under the licence shall be conducted in accordance with the mediation rules of the World 
Intellectual Property Organization (http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/).

Suggested citation. WHO guidance for climate-resilient and environmentally sustainable health care facilities. Geneva: World 
Health Organization; 2020. Licence: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.

Cataloguing-in-Publication (CIP) data. CIP data are available at http://apps.who.int/iris.

Sales, rights and licensing. To purchase WHO publications, see http://apps.who.int/bookorders. To submit requests for commercial 
use and queries on rights and licensing, see http://www.who.int/about/licensing. 

Third-party materials. If you wish to reuse material from this work that is attributed to a third party, such as tables, figures or 
images, it is your responsibility to determine whether permission is needed for that reuse and to obtain permission from the copyright 
holder. The risk of claims resulting from infringement of any third-party-owned component in the work rests solely with the user.

General disclaimers. The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression 
of any opinion whatsoever on the part of WHO concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, 
or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted and dashed lines on maps represent approximate border lines 
for which there may not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are endorsed or recommended 
by WHO in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary 
products are distinguished by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by WHO to verify the information contained in this publication. However, the published 
material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either expressed or implied. The responsibility for the interpretation and 
use of the material lies with the reader. In no event shall WHO be liable for damages arising from its use. 

Editing, design and layout by Inis Communication



   iii

CONTENTS

Acknowledgements  iv

Abbreviations v

Executive summary vi

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION  1
1.1 Public health rationale for climate-resilient and environmentally 

sustainable health care facilities 4

1.2 The investment case for climate-resilient and environmentally 
sustainable health care facilities  10

CHAPTER 2 BACKGROUND 13
2.1 Fundamental requirements to provide safe and quality care 13

2.2 Policy context 17

CHAPTER 3 APPLYING A CLIMATE-RESILIENT AND 
ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE LENS TO 
HEALTH CARE FACILITIES 21
3.1 Goals and objectives of the proposed framework 21

3.2 Increasing climate resilience in health care facilities 22

3.3 Increasing environmental sustainability in health care facilities 25

3.4 A framework for action 26

3.5 Suggested process and steps for increasing climate resilience 
and environmental sustainability in health care facilities 27

CHAPTER 4 INTERVENTIONS TO BUILD CLIMATE RESILIENCE 
AND ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY IN 
HEALTH CARE FACILITIES 31
4.1 Health workforce interventions 32

4.2 Water, sanitation and health care waste interventions 40

4.3 Energy interventions 48

4.4 Infrastructure, technology and products interventions 54

CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSIONS 65

ANNEX A. RESPONDING TO GLOBAL MANDATES 66

REFERENCES 71



iv    

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This guidance on climate-resilient and environmentally sustainable health care facilities represents 
the work and contributions from several experts within and outside the World Health Organization 
(WHO). WHO extends its gratitude to Health Canada, Norway and the United Kingdom Department 
for International Development (DfID) for its financial and technical support to develop this guidance. 

Lead authors and editors of the report are Carlos Corvalan, Elena Villalobos Prats, Aderita Sena and 
Diarmid Campbell-Lendrum. 

WHO appreciates the contribution from Health Care Without Harm (HCWH), who prepared the 
first draft of the current document. Authors from HCWH are Josh Karliner, Antonella Risso, Susan 
Wilburn, Scott Slotterback, Megha Rathi and Ruth Stringer.  

WHO is also grateful to the following authors, who made invaluable contributions to the current 
document: Peter Berry, Sally Edwards, Paddy Enright, Arabella Hayter, Guy Howard, Jaz Lapitan, 
Maggie Montgomery, Annette Pruss-Ustun, Linda Varungu and Salvatore Vinci. 

Lastly, WHO extends its gratitude to the following reviewers: Heather Adair-Rohani, Charlotta Brask, 
Matthias Braubach, Jonathan Drewry, Kersten Gutschmidt, Nasir Hassan, Alex von Hildebrand, Qudsia 
Huda, Dorota Jarosinsk, Vladimir Kendrovski, Nargiza Khodjaeva, Rokho Kim, Togos Lkhasuren, Boni 
Magtibay, Marina Maiero, Robert Marten, Frank Pega, Maria del Rosario Perez, Adrienne Rashford, 
Jetri Regmi, Nathalie Roebbel, Oliver Schmoll, Paula Virginia Vasconcelos Lopes, Carolyn Vickers 
and Sonam Yangchen. 



   v

ABBREVIATIONS

AMR antimicrobial resistance

ARV antiretroviral

COVID-19 coronavirus disease of 2019

DNA deoxyribonucleic acid

GHGs greenhouse gases

HCWH Health Care Without Harm

HIV/AIDS human immunodeficiency virus infection/acquired immune deficiency syndrome

HSI Hospital Safety Index

IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

Lao PDR Lao People’s Democratic Republic

MERS-CoV  Middle East Respiratory Syndrome–coronavirus

NDCs Nationally Determined Contributions

NRGH Nanaimo Regional General Hospital 

PAHO Pan American Health Organization

PHC primary health care

POP persistent organic pollutants

SAICM Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management 

SARS severe acute respiratory syndrome

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals

UHC universal health coverage

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

UNGA United Nations General Assembly

UNICEF  United Nations Children’s Fund 

V&A vulnerability and adaptation

WASH water, sanitation and hygiene

WASH FIT Water and Sanitation for Health Facility Improvement Tool 

WHA World Health Assembly

WHO World Health Organization



vi    

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The aim of this guidance is to enhance the capacity of health care facilities to protect and improve 
the health of their target communities in an unstable and changing climate; and to empower health 
care facilities to be environmentally sustainable, by optimizing the use of resources and minimizing 
the release of waste into the environment. Climate-resilient and environmentally sustainable health 
care facilities contribute to high quality of care and accessibility of services, and by helping reduce 
facility costs also ensure better affordability. They are, therefore, an important component of universal 
health coverage (UHC). 

This document aims to: 

 � Guide professionals working in health care settings to understand and effectively prepare for 
the additional health risks posed by climate change.

 � Strengthen capacity to effectively conduct surveillance of climate-related diseases; and monitor, 
anticipate, manage and adapt to the health risks associated with climate change. 

 � Guide health care facility officials to work with health determining sectors (including water 
and sanitation, energy, transportation, food, urban planning, environment) to prepare for the 
additional health risks posed by climate change through a resilience approach, and promote 
environmentally sustainable practices in providing services. 

 � Provide tools to assist health care facility officials assess their resilience to climate change threats, 
and environmental sustainability based on appropriate use of resources (in particular water and 
energy and sustainable procurement), and release of hazardous materials (biological, chemical, 
radiological), into their surrounding environment.

 � Promote actions to ensure that health care facilities are constantly and increasingly strengthened 
and continue to be efficient and responsive to improve health, and contribute to reducing 
inequities and vulnerability within their local settings.

The guide builds upon WHO’s Operational framework for building climate resilient health systems (1) by 
focusing on health care facilities and specifically on opportunities to enhance their climate resilience 
while also taking steps towards their environmental sustainability. It expands on the information 
related to the four fundamental requirements for providing safe and quality care in the context of 
climate change.

(i) Health workforce: adequate numbers of skilled human resources, with decent working 
conditions, empowered and informed to respond to these environmental challenges. 

(ii) Water, sanitation, hygiene and health care waste management: sustainable and safe 
management of water, sanitation and health care waste services.

(iii) Energy: sustainable energy services.

(iv) Infrastructure, technologies and products: appropriate infrastructure, technologies, products 
and processes, including all the operations that allow for the efficient functioning of a health 
care facility. 

The guidance, implemented through a framework based on the above four broad areas, provides a set 
of suggested interventions. Chapter 1 discusses the public health rationale, and the investment case 
for climate-resilient and environmentally sustainable health care facilities. Chapter 2 provides the 
policy context and background information on the baseline or essential requirements for health care 
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