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Mental Wellbeing and environmental sustainability – Zoe Halfacree 
Our planet is facing and experiencing catastrophic environmental crises. The impact of unchecked climate change 
upon ecosystems, human and animal health and the potential scarcity of basic resources is beyond terrifying. A 2009 
study stated that climate change is the greatest threat to global human health.  This crisis has been created by higher 
income countries and yet less affluent countries are impacted the most. We are also documenting a dramatic collapse 
in biodiversity.  It is imperative that we make changes for environmental sustainability, in all aspects of our lives, and 
that we make these changes now. We have a moral responsibility as individuals, and as a profession, for the planet 
and all those that inhabit it. We must be good ancestors and consider the impact of our day-to-day activities upon 
future generations. Businesses not only have a social, environmental and moral responsibility to embrace 
sustainability practises: it is also essential for business resilience and provision of outstanding veterinary care into the 
future.   

Mental wellbeing in the veterinary community importantly receives attention. We have become more aware of issues 
of mental wellbeing as a profession and are encouraged to be open about problems we experience and to recognise 
and adopt strategies to help us thrive. As professionals, we have a great burden to deal with already, especially with 
the pandemic, and fully opening our eyes to the environmental crises may seem like too much to bear. However, 
awareness and engagement with our natural environment, and the sustainability agenda, affords many benefits. This 
brief article touches on some of the science of why being ‘in nature’ makes us feel good and also discusses how 
sustainability issues can influence our wellbeing.  

Sustainability and clinical practise 
The veterinary team have a unique perspective of animal, human and environmental health and it is not surprising 
that vets are personally engaged with environmental matters.  A BVA survey in 2019 documented that 89% of 
Veterinary professionals wanted to embrace sustainability in the profession. Whilst this is the general feeling of the 
profession, it is uncomfortable to recognise that our daily clinical activities typically have a high environmental impact.  
Healthcare without harm, an environmental charity, states that if healthcare were a country it would be the fifth 
largest carbon emitter in the world.  Healthcare has a high environmental impact as it is highly energy intensive, 
produces high carbon emissions from procurement of equipment, consumables and pharmaceuticals and generates 
high volumes of waste. For the sustainably minded member of the veterinary team there can be a cognitive 
dissonance experienced due to the mismatch between, for example, efforts to be plastic-free at home and the 
number of single-use items utilised in the clinic. Cognitive dissonance is the mental discomfort from holding two 
different beliefs, values or attitudes, in this instance adopting different attitudes in different environments.  

Are there other approaches that we could use that achieve the same result for our patient and yet have less of an 
impact? Single-use items are utilised due to a combination of infection control, convenience and lower cost. In 2018, 



Great Ormond Street ran a “gloves off campaign” to address inappropriate over-use of non-sterile gloves, re-
educating key-point handwashing in routine patient care and avoiding transmission of hospital-acquired infections: 
this is better for the hospital, the environment and patient-safety. Appropriate disposal of healthcare waste is 
governed by strict protocols and legislation; can we make any changes? Do a clinical waste audit and optimise the 
segregation and management of your waste – there is a great potential to reduce your environmental impact. The 
switch from single-use sharps bins, incinerated with their contents once full, to re-usable sharps bins, is a great 
example of something most of us have used believing it was a necessity, when in fact there is a safer, cheaper and 
more environmentally friendly alternative of re-usable sharps bins. The human medical sector has been looking at 
environmental sustainability in healthcare for some time and there is now a growing number of resources in the 
veterinary medical sector too.  There is a wealth of resources on the Davies Veterinary Specialists website and Vet 
Sustain have also recently launched a Greener Veterinary Practice checklist. If you want to become more sustainable 
in your clinic, then chat with your colleagues, it is likely that others share your passions too.  

One of the reasons I joined the Davies Veterinary Specialists team was because of the incredible work the Davies 
Green Group has done.  It is well documented that businesses with good environmental credentials have improved 
recruitment, wellbeing and retention of team members and these are yet further reasons why your management 
team, or you as a manager, should be receptive to these initiatives.  

 

Wellbeing and the autonomic nervous system: psychophysiological stress recovery theory 
Mental wellbeing and psychology are broad and complicated fields of which I am no expert, but I will touch on a few 
things I read that really resonated with me. There is a field of Environmental Psychology and a body of work within 
this field looking at why nature is restorative.  I was fascinated to learn that our autonomic nervous systems are 
affected by our environment, beyond just the conscious perception of being in a “nice place”. The wellbeing 
experienced from immersion in the natural world occurs due to stimulation of the parasympathetic nervous system. 
Everyone is familiar with the fear, fright, flight response that occurs when there is stimulation of the sympathetic 
nervous system: a protective response in challenging or dangerous situations. We are familiar with the feeling of an 
adrenaline rush and the excitement or anxiety that comes with this.  We also learned in physiology about the function 
of the parasympathic nervous system: facultative regulation of gastrointestinal and cardiac health etcetera. I hadn’t 
realised that the parasympathetic nervous system also influences mental wellbeing too. Just as the sympathetic 
nervous system prepares the body for a state of alert, the parasympathetic nervous system prepares the body for a 
state of calm.  Studies have shown that viewing natural environments enhances the activity of the parasympathetic 
nervous system, measured by an increase in respiratory sinus arrhythmia. I think I have found a psychophysiologic 
explanation for the deep sense of calm I feel in the centre of my chest when I can see the sea. Do you experience this 
in a natural environment too? The theory is that our nervous system responds positively to natural environments that 
would evolutionarily be beneficial to survival. There is increasing research documenting improved well-being and 
health are associated with decreased sympathetic nervous system activation and increased parasympathetic 
activation and having the right balance; knowing how nature influences well-being provides yet more evidence of the 
importance of protecting and restoring the natural world and spending time in nature as often as possible.  

A further theory about the restorative effects of nature is the ‘attention restoration phenomenon’: mental fatigue is 
reduced and our ability to concentrate is improved by spending time in a natural environment.  Nature is inherently 
fascinating to us and the effortless distraction that it provides allows our brains to rest and recover. This includes 
auditory stimuli too: the sound of water is often used as an aid to relaxation. The repetitive, yet varied and irregular, 
sounds of nature have an inherently calming effect.  

Eco-anxiety 
Eco-anxiety is a chronic fear of environmental and ecological disaster. It is not irrational and must not be denounced, 
in particular when contemplating the recent and ongoing environmental disasters faced globally, and in particular in 
the Global South. The counsellor or friend who offers just reassurance to the person affected with anxiety about the 
environmental crises does nothing to allay their worries, in fact it may heighten them. But what can we do? It is 
important to focus this energy on doing something positive and engaging with the issues we face: making changes in 
your day-to-day life and work, connecting with like-minded people and aligning your life and work with your values 
(Ro, 2018). There are many changes we can make in the veterinary clinic and a growing wealth of resources to help. 



Appreciating nature and spending time in nature improves our wellbeing and awareness of how wonderful the natural 
world is. Connecting with others and coming together, locally and globally, restores a sense of community. There is a 
positive low-carbon future to look forward to, we just need to make changes now and support each other to do so. 

References available upon request 
 
A Sustainable Spring 
DIY for Wildlife 
With spring in full swing, we have been inspired by our newest member; Rebecca to share some family friendly 
sustainable spring DIY projects for wildlife from reclaimed and reused materials;  

- The RSPB’s Build a Bird Box project: rspb.org.uk/fun-and-learning/for-families/family-wild-
challenge/activities/build-a-birdbox/  

- Gardeners World Build a Bird Bath project: gardenersworld.com/how-to/diy/how-to-make-a-bird-bath/  
- The RSPB’s Build a Bug Hotel project: rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/give-nature-a-home-in-your-

garden/garden-activities/build-a-bug-hotel/  

We’d love to see how you get on so if you try any of these projects at home, please send a picture of your process and 
or results to: sustainability@vetspecialists.co.uk 

 

 
CPD and Resources 
Vet Sustain - vetsustain.org/resources; check out a number of freely available sustainability webinars including; Animal 
Welfare in Sustainable Development, Human Behaviour Change for Animals and the Environment and Protecting our 
Oceans. 

Vet Sustain has recently released their; Greener Veterinary Practice Checklist – with information on where to start and 
useful links to available guidance; vetsustain.org/resources/vet-practice-checklist  

The Webnar Vet; The ups and downs of capnography  - 25th May 8:00pm with Michelle Moran RVN Cert ECC VTS 

The Webinar Vet also offers monthly meditation sessions with Mike Scanlan, check out the schedule at 
thewebinarvet.com/schedule for the next session date. 

What’s on-site? 
Camera Trap Trial 
Inspired by Danny Baylis (Maintenance), we have begun an onsite camera trap trial. Last year, Danny had located an 
abandoned Badger set onsite and set his own camera trap in the hopes of catching a glimpse of any wildlife that might 
be using the area; other species sometimes move into abandoned sets. Danny caught glimpses of some diverse 
wildlife but sadly, no badgers. Inspired by Danny’s efforts we set our own camera trap at the same location, in March 
2021 and the footage reveals visits from foxes, rabbits, pheasants, red-legged partridge, mice and yes, our very own 
badger! Our fantastic partners at Perspective Studios and Campaign Works will be repositioning the camera soon in 
the hopes of catching some even better encounters and sharing all the footage to our website: WEBLINK 

The footage is also available and will be updated on our Facebook and Instagram: 
facebook.com/DVSvets 
instagram.com/daviesvetspecialists/  

Recent onsite bird surveys have also revealed diverse feathered visitors including red kites, kestrels (breeding pair), 
pied wagtails, pheasants, magpies, crows, blackbirds, robins, great tits and sparrows. 



 

 
Plastic Purge 
With a big thank you to Danielle Banks for organising, we are now moving away from using 
plastic mattress covers on non-soiled / non-infectious patient trolleys and tables. Previously we 
have been disposing of about 200 covers a month so this will have a significant impact on our 
plastic waste reduction. 

 

Dumpster Diving 
In February, we began monthly spot checks on all our bins, as an additional measure for our Investors in the 
Environment accreditation. This is a collaborative effort between Patient Care Assistants, Client Care and Sterile 
Services to do a quick visual check in all bins across the site once a month.  

Blister packets; from bin to win! 
After popular demand from our enthusiastic colleagues, we are pleased to announce that we have now added blister 
packets to the list of items we collect for TerraCycle. There is a clearly marked bin in the wash barn with the other 
TerraCycle bins (to the left of the door). We have a team of dedicated volunteers who will take donations to local 
collection sites. To find your nearest drop-off location, please visit: 
google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=1oBwnfCKqrN9YNABbvhPbgGvcbmA_OMvC&ll=53.50819039051366%2C-
5.303429142607218&z=6  

Cat Cushions 
Massive thanks to PCA Rebecca Stevens has been hard at work creating cosy cat cushions out of recycled fabric from 
old pillowcases and blankets, filled with previously used pillow wadding. Each cat admitted to our ward is given a 
Feliway® sprayed pillow and Katherine Clarke (Internal Medicine) says: ‘It is fair to say they are a huge hit with our 
feline patients, who often snuggle up to them!’ The cushions are fully machine washable to keep them fresh between 
patients. 

 

 
 Duvet Drop! 
Huge thanks to Holly Cooper for separating out usable but excess duvets for donation and to Ben 
Orton and Anna Samuels for volunteering to deliver them to The Animal Rescue Charity in 
Bishops Stortford [animalrescuecharity.org.uk]. This will give the duvets a new life keeping rescue 
animals cosy and warm! 
 



What we’re listening to 
39 Ways to Save the Planet; BBC Radio Four and the Royal Geographic Society present 39 ways to mitigate climate 
change impacts – Available via the BBC Sounds app or Spotify  

Sustainable(ish); Jen Gale, Everyday sustainability for the imperfectly green – Available via Spotify 

    

What we’re reading 
There is no Planet B; Mike Berners-Lee; Updated for 2021 

 

What we’re watching 
Seaspiricy – Available on Netflix; It’s the documentary everyone is talking about, if you haven’t watched it why not? 
Will this revelatory look at the fishing industry encourage you to trial a different diet in time for National Vegetarian 
Week 10-16 May? nationalvegetarianweek.org 

 


