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In Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common 

Home, Pope Francis acknowledged that 

“numerous scientists, philosophers, 

theologians and civic groups have 

enriched the Church’s thinking” on 

sustainability.1 Hospitals and health care 

organizations may not be an obvious 

resource for ecological inspiration, but 

they have been responsible for shaping the 

contours of sustainability as well. While 

some Catholic health care organizations 

have already established measures to 

mitigate climate change, Laudato Si’ 

challenges all of Catholic health care to 

reflect the dual concerns for “God’s 

creation and the poor and outcast.”2 

Concretely, two ways this can be achieved 

are by cutting carbon emissions and 

reducing water footprints.  

 

Cutting Carbon Emissions 

 

Francis writes, “there is an urgent need to 

develop policies so that, in the next few 

years, the emission of carbon dioxide and 

other highly polluting gases can be 

drastically reduced “ (26). The medical 

industry is taking stock of their carbon 

emissions in an effort to curb climate 

change. In 2009, the Journal of the 

American Medical Association estimated 

the carbon output of the health care sector 

in the United States at 546 million metric 

tons of carbon dioxide in 2007 alone.3 

Hospitals and health care facilities are 

major contributors to carbon emissions 

due to electricity, air conditioning, and 

single-use instruments. Realizing their 

impact, Catholic organizations have made 

strides to reduce carbon emissions.  

 

Dignity Health, for example, lays claim to 

being the first hospital system to join the 

California Climate Action Registry and 

voluntarily measures and reports all 

emissions of greenhouse gases.4 Carbon-

saving initiatives of Dignity Health 

include mercury free hospitals, water 

saving devices in their facilities, being 

PVC/DEHP-free since 2005, and utilizing 

sustainable design energy retrofits. Health 

care facilities often work from a position 

of resource abundance, which translates to 

a large carbon output. But Catholic 

hospitals and health care facilities are 

investing in a sustainable future through 

curbing CO2.5  

 

Pope Francis writes, “Reducing 

greenhouse gases requires honesty, courage 

and responsibility, above all on the part of 

those countries which are more powerful 

and pollute the most.”6 Laudato Si’ verifies 

the urgency of cutting carbon emissions in 
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the health care sector. The carbon 

emissions of the medical industry—from 

services offered to prescription drugs—

must be quantified as systematic policies 

make strides towards sustainability. A 

further issue for human health and the 

environment is water scarcity and use.  

 

Reducing Water Footprints 

 

Almost one fifth of the world’s 

population, about 1.2 billion people, lives 

in areas where water is physically scarce.7 

Pope Francis calls us to recognize that 

“every day, unsafe water results in many 

deaths and the spread of water-related 

diseases.”8 Countless people take the 

availability of water for granted, but 

growing recognition of water as a limited 

commodity is a concern of health care 

ethics and theological ethics.9 Laudato Si’ 

also recognized “in some places there is a 

growing tendency, despite its scarcity, to 

privatize [water], turning it into a 

commodity subject to the laws of the 

market.”10 The privatization of water 

comes in many forms like land-ownership 

rights and corporate buy-outs. Yet, in the 

developed world, we most often encounter 

the privatization of water in the form of a 

plastic, “disposable” bottle, with a 

significant environmental impact.11 Again, 

we see Catholic health care organizations 

leading the way in ethical reflection on the 

water crisis, water purchase, and 

consumption. 

 

Catholic Health Initiatives [CHI], based 

outside of Denver, Colorado, notes “of 

the estimated 2.7 million tons of plastic 

used each year to make water bottles, only 

about 20% of these bottles are recycled.” 

Therefore, CHI decided to eliminate 

purchasing bottled water at its national 

offices as a show of solidarity for those 

without water, and as an environmental 

action.12 Hospitals are being asked to 

address both the health effects of unclean 

water and the environmental effects of 

bottled water, even as Laudato Si’ 

indicates water as a global health care issue 

and an environmental concern. The Holy 

Father’s encyclical may call us to go one 

step further and eliminate bottled water 

from all hospitals and health care facilities. 

 

Conclusion  

 

In the 1970s, environmental bioethics 

made connections between pollution, 

carbon emissions, and human health.13 By 

1976, James Gustafson linked ecology, the 

common good, theology, and health 

care.14 Catholic health care has been 

attentive to the theological imperative to 

conserve resources through numerous 

avenues. With the promulgation of 

Laudato Si’, Catholic health care facilities 

have one more tool in support of their 

mission to care for people and planet, 

whether by cutting carbon emissions, 

reducing water footprints, or the 

innumerable ways people of good will 

aspire to care for our common home.  
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