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Introduction
The climate crisis is reaching an irreversible tipping point and given the interface between environmental change and human health, there is an increasing 
international mandate to integrate themes of sustainability and climate change into the health professional curriculum. In particular, whilst healthcare saves 
lives, it also contributes to significant environmental damage. For example, anaesthetic gases, single use plastics, and over-prescription of medications all 
cause cumulative harm. To date, sustainable healthcare has not been a standard part of the medical curriculum and RCSI have been at the vanguard of 
addressing this within their health professional curricula. 

Initiative
The public health teaching team at RCSI has sought to embed planetary health and sustainable healthcare teaching across the undergraduate curricula so 
that RCSI graduates are equipped to practice sustainable health care once they qualify as health professionals.  

As a first step, RCSI led out on a project known as CHIME Ireland (Climate Health in Medical Education) in conjunction with the Irish Doctors for the 
Environment. This project brought together public health educators from all the Irish medical schools to agree a planetary health curriculum for medical 
students. Through workshops, the institutions worked together to identify key topics and learning outcomes, and subsequently developed a proposed 
curriculum on planetary health for medical students that educators could implement in their own institutions.  

This curriculum has now been spiralled through RCSI’s new medical undergraduate programme and is delivered throughout year one and two, with students 
completing a team proposal for a sustainable healthcare intervention at the end of the second year. In addition, a student choice module is delivered three 
times a year for those students who wish to specialise further in sustainable healthcare,  and this module is available to students fully online. The flexibility of 
the online option is expected to increase the number of students who can undertake it. Through embedding reflective practice and group work early in the 
student journey, and on to professional development, these initiatives will have a local, national and global impact as graduates and CPD participants will go 
on to advocate for change, and how to overcome barriers to sustainable healthcare

Further, a newly developed continuing professional development (CPD) “RCSI Online” course in Sustainable Healthcare has been developed by the team 
and was launched as a CPD course commencing September 2024. It is one of only a few in the world and is free of charge. By removing financial barriers, 
RCSI aims to scale course participation and completion by encouraging healthcare professionals from diverse backgrounds around the globe to enhance 
their skills to adapt to the challenges that climate change will present them within clinical settings. Since the launch, 498 participants have enrolled on the 
course. The course encourages participants all over the world to develop sustainable healthcare projects in their own healthcare environments. This will have 
a significant impact on health professional knowledge as it will lead to multiple inter-professional sustainable healthcare-related activities across health and 
academic institutions around the world. 

Outcome

As a result of this work, in 2022, RCSI became the first institution in the Republic of Ireland to be awarded Beacon Status in recognition of its commitment to 
sustainable healthcare, and in 2023, 2024 and 2025, RCSI topped the Planetary Health Report Card evaluation in Ireland. This evaluation is part of a global 
student-led initiative which assesses the extent to which higher education institutions across the globe are promoting and supporting planetary health.
In a student-led evaluation, RCSI and other participating institutions were assessed and graded across five key indicators: planetary health curriculum, 
interdisciplinary research in health and the environment, community outreach and advocacy, support for student-led initiatives, and campus sustainability. 
RCSI’s performance across all categories resulted in an overall grade of A- the highest in Ireland. Through embedding reflective practice and group work 
early in the student journey, and on to professional development, these initiatives will have a local, national and global impact as graduates and CPD 
participants will go on to advocate for change, and how to overcome barriers to sustainable healthcare.

In addition, over the last two years, RCSI has set up a Sustainability and Climate Health committee, which is sponsored by the Senior Management Team 
Lead for Sustainability, the Director of International Engagement and External Relations. The committee has a number of working groups, one of which is 
the education working group. RCSI’s long-term aim, through this stakeholder working group, is to continue to evolve and enhance the delivery of planetary 
health & sustainable healthcare teaching across all undergraduate, postgraduate and professional training courses – to build a lifelong learning focus on 
planetary health within the institution.

In 2024, RCSI ranked fifth in the world for SDG3 ‘Good Health and Wellbeing’ in the Times Higher Education (THE) University Impact Rankings. This is the 
fourth time in five years that RCSI has ranked in the top five of this global ranking.
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