
Our over-reliance on single-use equipment
in the operating theatre is misguided,
irrational and harming our planet

The enormity of climate change can leave us feeling
paralysed and uncertain where to direct our efforts,
including how to reduce the environmental harms of
healthcare. Many have enthusiastically asked me how
they can start carbon footprinting aspects of care: I both
encourage and discourage them. We can and should
make approximations of environmental harm in what we
do, but to accurately and comprehensively conduct a full
life-cycle analysis of a product or process is a complex
science, and in fact we already have enough evidence to
know some of the principles we should follow.

It is a fair approximation (and perhaps self-evident) that
carbon footprint is proportional to the activity associated
with a process or product. We can reduce activity in care
pathways: for example through engaging with public
health to prevent patients getting surgical disease,1 using
remote consultation to eliminate patient travel,2 or
minimising blood tests in the perioperative period.3,4 But
of course, we will still be performing surgery, and in the
operating theatre too we can have a big impact: in
particular through reducing our reliance on single-use
equipment.

The carbon footprint of equipment in the
operating theatre
A typical operation in the UK has a carbon footprint of
173kgCO2e,5 equivalent to driving from London to
Edinburgh in a petrol car. Major contributors to that
carbon footprint include energy use and anaesthetic
gases,6 but most UK hospitals are now transitioning to
renewable energy sources and most of our anaesthetic
colleagues have minimised or eliminated agents with
potent greenhouse gas potential, such as desflurane and
nitrous oxide.7 The other major carbon hotspot of an
operation is single-use equipment, but to date our
surgical community has afforded this little attention.

The amount of single use equipment in the operating
theatre can be phenomenal, with theatres typically
accounting for a quarter of all hospital waste.6 Even a
simple tonsillectomy can generate over 100 pieces of
disposable plastic.8 The manufacture and transport of a
piece of equipment often generates a lot of carbon, so
using it only once is understandably bad for our planet.
And as we have adopted increasingly complex surgical
systems, our use of single use equipment has also
proliferated. A typical cataract operation in the UK
generates 182 kgCO2e,9 but in India the same operation
generates only 6 kgCO2e,10 with that 30-fold reduction
largely accounted for by efficient systems and re-use of
equipment. In the USA, a vaginal or abdominal
hysterectomy generates around 280-290 kgCO2e,
whereas a laparoscopic approach generates around 560
kgCO2e and a robotic hysterectomy over 800 kgCO2e,
with that variation again almost entirely due to
single-use equipment.11

There may be good clinical reasons to prefer one
surgical approach over another, but it does not follow
that we need to use huge volumes of single-use
equipment. And just to be up front, recycling alone is not
the answer to this problem: it should be promoted, but
even with perfect use it would reduce the carbon
footprint of a hysterectomy by less than 5%.12

Why do we use so many single-use items?
It may seem easy for surgeons to excuse ourselves on this
agenda on notions of “quality” or “safety”, but there is
really no evidence to support this.
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The move to single use products gained traction
following discovery in 1996 of variant Creutzfeld-Jakob
Disease (vCJD), an incurable disease caused by
transmissable misfolded proteins (prions) that in
genetically susceptible individuals fatally accumulate in
and damage the brain. At that time, UK practice around
cleaning and sterilisation of surgical instruments was
inconsistent and often inadequate,13 and a policy
supporting single-use rather than re-use of instruments
seemed an appropriate precaution against an uncertain
risk. However, the world has moved on: under current
UK regulations, all instruments are sterilised to robust
and audited standards.14 Where transmission of infection
has historically been documented, it had been using
processes inconsistent with such standards,15 and there
have been no definite recorded cases of surgically
transmitted vCJD disease since exposures that occurred
in the 1970s.16 In fact, many single-use items are
sterilised outside of the UK, where standards may be less
verifiable: recently the Italian company Steril Milano (no
longer trading) was reported to have falsified data on
sterilisation of products for at least 97 brands,17 including
many used in the UK.

The reputation of reusable hospital linens as a potential
infection risk is also historical, with older studies analysing
textiles not manufactured or quality assured to modern
requirements.18 In a recent report of medical gowns,
single-use versions were found to have lower barrier
protection than reusable equivalents.19 This fact, coupled
with UK standards and assurances for decontamination
of linens,20 makes for a compelling argument that we
should be using reusable rather than single-use drapes
and gowns if we want to reduce risk of infection.

Myths, deceptive marketing and unhealthy
supply chains
The events of the 1990s kick-started the market for
single-use medical products, but it has grown, perpetuated
by misguided cultures of practice.

The myth that disposable items reduce infection risk
seem to still be present. Yet in a study of over 2 million
cataract operations performed in India predominantly
using reuseable equipment, rates of infective endophthalmitis
were significantly lower than those reported in the UK
(where single-use products are routinely used).21

There is also a myth that single-use items cost less to
the environment or our purse than reusable. In many
circumstances, and on first principles, this is plain
nonsense. If I place a metal gallipot within a surgical tray
it will be sterilised with that tray, with negligible
additional environmental or financial cost, yet many of
us routinely use plastic gallipots. But even outside that
context, reuse is almost always preferable: a recent
systematic review found reusable medical products
associated with less environmental harm than single-use
equivalents in just about every reported instance,22 with

one notable exception being an industry sponsored study
where methodology was unclear.

And that brings us to the industry. Let us not forget that
the linear (single-use) model of consumption is the
backbone of capitalism and profitable for companies.
Deception, even if subtle, is a well-rehearsed strategy for
marketing.23 The market for medical products is unique
in that the end-user (patient) is separate to the consumer
(the surgeon) who in turn is separate to the payer (the
health facility).24 It would be naïve to think that
companies do not know how to exploit that space of
differing drivers and priorities, where the winner is the
one who dupes an unsuspecting and uninformed surgeon
into thinking a single-use product is better. My colleague
was recently asked by a company rep “aren’t you worried
about infection when you use a reuseable endoscope?”.
I suggested in return he ask the rep for the data that
informed his scientific critique of the issue: that was not
forthcoming.

And we should also remember that where we are being
sold single-use products in quantity, price becomes key
and can perpetuate other harms. To reduce costs, the
production of many medical goods exploits the sorts of
global value chains described for other manufactured
products such as clothing: many of our surgical
instruments are produced in sweatshops in Pakistan,25

most gloves are manufactured using forced immigrant
labour in Malaysia,26 and some of our gowns and masks
are made using state-sponsored modern slavery in
China.27

The way forward
Our over-reliance on single use equipment in the
operating theatre is an archetypal example of the linear
model of consumption and shows contempt for our
planet. Except where there really is no alternative,
everything we use in the operating theatre should align
with the principles of a circular economy (figure 1).

To make change will require many things. Maturity in
our approach to using equipment: could I really do
without that thing for my operation (those who have
operated in low resource settings know that often the
answer is yes) and could I do this procedure under local
anaesthetic (reducing the environmental costs of
anaesthetic equipment)? Industry will need to design and
manufacture long-lasting products designed for reuse
(especially because current UK regulations prohibit reuse
of single-use items,28) or where that is difficult, hybrids
of reusable and disposable products (eg for laparoscopic
instruments.29) We need expansion of UK infrastructure
to sterilise, maintain and repair equipment. And we need
maturity in health economics that recognises investment
above meeting short-term financial targets.

The UK government has recently announced changes to
public procurement which will hopefully financially
incentivise the healthcare industry to decarbonise their
products.30 Let’s match that with leadership and
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behaviour change in the operating theatre, to reduce what
we use, and to reuse wherever we can.
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