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4% of the UK’s carbon emissions are attributable to the NHS.

Understanding that climate change and human health are inextricably linked, 
in October 2020, the NHS became the first in the world to commit to delivering 
a net zero national health system.

The NHS Carbon Footprint: for emissions they control directly, net zero by 
2040
The NHS Carbon Footprint Plus: for the emissions they can influence, net zero 
by 2045

The NHS in England became the first health system to embed net zero into 
legislation through the Health and Care Act 2022.

Sources of carbon emissions by proportion of NHS Carbon 
Footprint Plus from “Delivering a Net Zero National Health 
Service
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/a-net-zero-nhs/ 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/a-net-zero-nhs/


What?
▪ A review of sources of carbon emissions within the 

pharmaceutical supply chain, 
▪ Identification of challenges and opportunities to reduce 

emissions within the industry 
▪ Recommendations for the UK government and the NHS to 

support greening

Why? 
▪ To support engagement on the barriers the pharmaceutical 

industry faces to reducing its emissions 
▪ To contribute to the incorporation of environmental impact in 

healthcare decision-making

How? 
▪ Rapid review of evidence on carbon emissions in the 

pharmaceutical industry
▪ Semi-structured interviews with expert stakeholders
▪ Roundtable of industry representatives and sustainability experts
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Challenge 1: Pharmaceutical products are highly refined, and safety for the end-user is prioritised 
by all stakeholders which limits the pace of change

Challenge 2: Pharmaceuticals are highly regulated and are typically supplied through complex 
global supply chains involving a large number of stakeholders. 

Challenge 3: The resource intensity of manufacturing and low success rates in R&D mean that 
supply side waste-to-product ratio is high. 

Challenge 4: The pharmaceutical industry is highly innovative, but future technologies may have a 
different environmental impact compared to established small molecule technologies.

Challenge 5: Health systems do not adequately reward sustainability. 
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US Inflation Reduction Act
$60 billion in incentives to foster energy efficiency, 

electrification and advancements in green chemistry 

EU Pharmaceutical Strategy
Aims to make drug manufacturing and distribution more 

sustainable 

UK Industry Energy Transformation Fund
£220 million between 2021 to 2027 towards 

decarbonising energy-intensive industry  

India’s Net Zero Roadmap 
Encourages adoption of renewable energy and 

assessment of Scope 3 climate impacts 

Government

AstraZeneca Ambition Zero Carbon
Aims to achieve carbon neutrality across value chain by 

2030

Novartis 
Aims to achieve carbon neutrality across Scope 1, 2 and 

3 by 2040

Takeda 
Commitment to net zero GHG by 2040

…and others
but only 8 of the top 100 companies have 

committed to net zero

Industry



Challenges to reducing emissions 
faced by the pharmaceutical industry

NHS 
Recommendations

UK Government Recommendations Industry Recommendations

1. Priority of Safety and 
Regulation

International leadership to 
align regulatory standards for 
sustainability

Engage in industry wide 
collaboration on sustainability

2. Complex Global Supply 
Chain

Implement an industry roadmap Invest in national grid 
decarbonisation

Report and disclose greenhouse 
gas footprints

3. High Waste to Product Ratio Implement models of circularity to 
align incentives to reduce waste

Partner with the NHS on waste

Invest in improvements in 
energy efficiency

4. Innovation Must Continue Invest in people, skills, 
institutions involved in green 
innovation

5. Inadequate Reward for 
Sustainability

Meaningfully build sustainability 
into procurement decision-making
Engage in public-private 
partnerships for infrastructure 
investment
Partner in innovation with industry

Support the NHS’s 
sustainability activities

Invest in implementation 
projects

Investment in product-level life 
cycle assessments

Legend:                Investment                  Collaboration and knowledge sharing                       Change to business model                    Leadership



Source: https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/get-involved/suppliers/

2028

2027

2023

2024

2022
All NHS procurements include a 
minimum 10% net zero and 
social value weighting

For all new contracts above £5 million per annum, 
the NHS requires suppliers to publish a Carbon 
Reduction Plan for their UK Scope 1 and 2 
emissions and a subset of Scope 3 emissions as a 
minimum

The NHS has proportionately extended the Carbon 
Reduction Plan requirements to cover all new 
procurements

All suppliers will be required to publicly 
report targets, emissions and publish a 
Carbon reduction Plan for global emissions 
aligned to the NHS net zero target, for all 
Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions 

New requirements will be 
introduced overseeing the 
provision of carbon footprinting 
for individual products supplied 
to the NHS. The NHS will work 
with suppliers and regulators to 
determine the scope and 
methodology



Progress towards decarbonising the pharmaceutical industry is gaining 
momentum. 

▪ Should environmental effects be considered in HTA or reimbursement 
processes?

▪ What are the practical hurdles?

▪ What are the unintended consequences?

▪ How much health gain are we willing to trade for a reduction in 
environmental impact? 
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