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Linking Health Agencies and 
Organizations to Sustainability 

• Barriers to linking health and sustainability 

• Four small case studies 

• Building links between health and 
sustainability: a focus on the Federal level 
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Barriers to linking health 
and sustainability 



Conceptual barriers 

The links among the needs for and limits of 
sustainability.  SOURCE: Figure 1-2 in 
Sustainability for the Nation, adapted from 
Graedel & van der Voet, 2010. 

HEALTH 



HHS mission 

“The mission of the Department of Health and Human 

Services is to help provide the building blocks that 

Americans need to live healthy, successful lives.  We fulfill 

that mission every day by providing millions of children, 

families, and seniors with access to high-quality health 

care, by helping people find jobs and parents find 

affordable child care, by keeping the food on Americans’ 

shelves safe and infectious diseases at bay, and by 

pushing the boundaries of how we diagnose and treat 

disease.” 



Human capital barriers 

The links among the needs for and limits of 
sustainability.  SOURCE: Figure 1-2 in 
Sustainability for the Nation, adapted from 
Graedel & van der Voet, 2010. 

HEALTH 



Organizational barriers 

• Legal limitations (structural or 
vertical fragmentation of authority) 

• Funding mechanisms that favor 
short-term, single-agency initiatives 

• Lack of access to or coordination of 
such foundational elements as 
research and information/data 

• Culture of government 



Leadership barriers 



Bandwidth barriers 
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Four small case studies 

• The Partnership for Sustainable Communities 

• CDC’s Sustainable Planning Guide for Healthy 
Communities 

• Oceans and Human Health 

• Local sustainability efforts 





Partnership for Sustainable Communities 

• Started 2009 

• HUD, DoT, EPA (but not HHS) 

• Livability Principles 
– Provide more transportation choices. 

– Promote equitable, affordable housing. 

– Enhance economic competitiveness. 

– Support existing communities. 

– Coordinate and leverage federal policies and 
investment. 





CDC’s Healthy Communities Program 







Oceans & Human Health Initiative 

• 1998: From Monsoons to Microbes (NRC) 
• 2000-01: NSF and NIEHS collaboration (UW, 

Miami, Woods Hole, Hawaii) 
• 2004: Oceans and Human Health Act, NOAA 

begins programs (Seattle, Charleston, Ann 
Arbor) 

• Multiple products and activities 
– Health-related forecasts, advisories, and bulletins 
– Integrated tools for monitoring, modeling, and 

detection  
– Intramural and extramural research 
– Training 

 



Sustainable DC 
• Jobs and the economy: Triple the number of small businesses operating in the 

city, and create five times as many jobs providing green goods and services. 

• Health and wellness: Cut the city’s obesity rate in half, and require new 
housing to meet health standards. 

• Equity and diversity: Teach DC kids about sustainability and extend Sustainable 
DC events and initiatives to all city neighborhoods. 

• Climate and environment: Reduce greenhouse gas emissions in half, and make 
the city more resilient to the impacts of climate change. 

• Built environment: Require new construction and existing large buildings to 
generate as much energy as they consume; work to place amenities within a 
20-minute walk of homes; accommodate 250,000 new residents. 

• Nature: Double the city’s inventory of wetlands, increase tree canopy, and 
place parks or natural space within a ten-minute walk of all residents. 

• Transportation: Reduce commuting by car and increase commuting by transit, 
walking, and bicycling; eliminate days of unhealthy air quality, now primarily 
caused by driving. 

• Water: Use 75 percent of the city’s landscape to capture rainwater for filtration 
or reuse, and make all city waterways compliant with clean water standards. 

• Energy: Cut citywide energy use by 50 percent, and increase the use of 
renewables. 

• Food: Address food deserts by ensuring that at least 75 percent of the city’s 
residents are within a quarter mile of healthy, local food; devote 20 additional 
DC acres to food growing, and increase the city’s consumption of local food to 
at least 25% of the total. 

• Waste: Reduce waste generation and eliminate the need to dispose of solid 
waste in landfills. 

 





Portland 



"A sustainable Chicago is a city that spends 
less on energy use with each passing year, 
creates good-paying jobs in up-and-coming 
industries, responsibly maintains and 
upgrades its infrastructure, and ensures 
every Chicagoan has the opportunity to 
live a healthy and active lifestyle." -- 
Mayor Emanuel 

Sustainability categories: 
1. Economic Development 

and Job Creation  
2. Energy Efficiency and Clean 

Energy 
3. Transportation Options 
4. Water and Wastewater 
5. Parks, Open Space, and 

Healthy Food 
6. Waste and Recycling 
7. Climate Change 

HEALTH IS 
EMBEDDED 



Linking Health Agencies and 
Organizations to Sustainability: 

Observations 
• The Partnership for Sustainable Communities 

– Health and health agencies MIA 

• CDC’s Sustainable Planning Guide for Healthy 
Communities 
– Unconventional sustainability framework 
– Siloing within the agency 

• OHHI 
– Success is possible 
– Catalytic role for NAS, NGOs, academia 

• Local sustainability efforts 
– Strong examples of cross-sectoral blending 



Linking Health Agencies and 
Organizations to Sustainability 

Potential roles for HHS (and others): 

1. Sustainability in HHS operations 

2. Greening the health care sector 

3. Educating about sustainability and health 

4. Research on sustainability and health 

5. A mission that blends health and 
sustainability 



1. Sustainability in HHS operations 





Internal, operational actions 



2. Greening the health care sector 

• Reducing energy use 

• Reducing materials use 

• Reducing toxics 

• Reducing waste 

• Sourcing local food; 
serving less meat 

• Promoting active 
transportation and 
transit 

• Resilient, climate-ready 
health facilities 



“Green Health Care” 



3. Educating about sustainability 
and health 

• Providing information to the public (web sites, 
publications) 

• Supporting training (models: IGERT; Oceans 
and Human Health) 

• Developing and providing tools (e.g. CDC’s 
“Building Resilience Against Climate Effects” 
[BRACE] framework; HIA) 



4. Research on sustainability and health 



5. A mission that blends 
health and sustainability 

• Buildings 

• Transportation 

• Urban design 

• Nature 

• Materials 

• Energy 

• Agriculture 

• Preparedness 

• Data 
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Steps to linking health agencies and 
organizations to sustainability 

• National Sustainability Policy 

• Leadership commitment 

• Funding priorities within HHS 

• Co-funding (NIH and CDC with others) 

• Local implementation 

• Experimental, innovative arrangements (e.g. cross-
staffing) 

• Integration with community services, community 
development: emphasis on equity 

• Partnerships with foundations, NGOs, private sector 

 

 



Thank you! 


