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" I f  t h e  w o r l d ’ s  h e a l t h  s e c t o r  w e r e  a  c o u n t r y ,
i t  w o u l d  b e  t h e  f i f t h  l a r g e s t  c a r b o n  e m i t t e r

o n  t h e  p l a n e t "  

Anesthetic gases are used during surgery to keep patients unconscious. They are all greenhouse gases and
possess significant Global Warming Potential (GWP) [2,3]. One of these gases, Nitrous Oxide (N2O), is
especially harmful to the environment. It has a GWP of 310 (CO2 has a GWP of 1). The use of N2O in
anesthesia has been rapidly declining in recent years. In a recent survey of Canadian anesthesiologists and
residents, only 16.5% of respondents used nitrous oxide on a daily basis, and 46.5% did not use the drug
more than a few times a year [4].

Anesthetic gases contribute to 5% of harmful emissions from the entire healthcare sector [3], and medical
gases contribute up to 40% of hospitals’ direct emissions [5]. With regards to N2O, pipeline leakages alone
(from plastic hoses used in booms, articulating arms, and ceiling pendants) contribute to upwards of 90% of
the N2O consumption when measured against its actual clinical use.

With its decline in utilization, and leakages accounting for the vast majority of its use, it seems logical to
propose that nitrous oxide does not have to be delivered through the main hospital gas supply lines. For
anesthesiologists wishing to use N2O, options such as retrofitting cylinders to the back of anesthesia
machines, or having portable supplies (lean supply of nitrous oxide on a cart, or portable Dollie’s with
regulators), would be more cost effective and environmentally friendlier alternatives. In view of this
information above, BC Anesthesiologists’ Society (BCAS) would support decommissioning central N2O
pipelines in existing hospitals and no longer installing them in new hospitals. 

In the 2023 and 2024 Canadian Anesthesiologists’ Society (CAS) Guidelines to the Practice of Anesthesia [6],
their section on Guidelines for Environmental Sustainability states. “The use of desflurane and N2O should
be eliminated or minimized to the extent possible given local resources, locations, and the clinical context.”

Anesthesiologists are not just accountable to their patients, but also to the wider communities they serve.
Protecting the health of our communities includes ensuring anesthetic practices minimize the effect on our
environment. BC’s Anesthesiologists support clinical practices that align with environmental sustainability
and using agents with the lowest global warming potential [7, 8].
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