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What challenge or opportunity did you try to address?
Were existing solutions not available or not good enough?
The environmental impacts of MSF operations risk unintentionally
undermining the organisation’s social mission. Although MSF
has taken measures to reduce its environmental footprint,

these have been largely ad hoc. To systematise these efforts,
MSF developed the Environmental Impact (El) Toolkit, which
expanded into a wider ‘Climate Smart MSF’ initiative.

Why does this challenge or opportunity matter - why
should MSF address it?

The negative health consequences of environmental
degradation and climate change are acute. Recognising this,
MSF has committed to mitigating its environmental impacts.
Futureproofing the organisation requires adoption of more
environmentally responsible practices.

Describe your innovation and what makes it innovative
The El Toolkit, a first-of-its-kind initiative within MSF, allows
offices and projects to assess their carbon emissions and waste
production and decide on mitigation measures.

We reviewed existing tools and explored ways in which they
may be customised to measure MSF’s common carbon
emissions such as freight, passenger flights, fuel use by
generators and vehicles, electricity purchased from public
utilities, and commuting.

The resulting tool categorises emission sources into three
scopes including direct emissions from sources owned and
controlled by MSF (scope 1 and 2) and in-direct emissions
resulting from the production of purchased materials (scope

3). Scope 3 is the most challenging to evaluate due to the
complexity of mapping emissions from the life-cycle of supply
chains, and includes business travel and the movement of
freight. The tool is intended to be agile and flexible and is in excel
sheet format with an embedded data visualisation chart.

Who will benefit (whose life / work will it improve?) and
were they involved in the design?

Beneficiary communities and MSF staff will directly benefit
from the El Toolkit through improved environmental conditions
and health, while MSF offices and projects will benefit from
reduced spending and inefficiencies. It will also facilitate

the mitigation of global climate change through reduced
greenhouse gas emissions.

What objectives did you set for the project — what did you
want to achieve and how did you define and measure
success (improved service, lower cost, better efficiency,
better user experience, etc.)?

The objectives of the El Toolkit were to provide MSF teams with
a method of assessing the environmental impact of their offices
and projects, and to establish a baseline to enable teams to
measure mitigation and monitor improvements.

What data did you collect to measure the innovation
against these indicators and how did you collect it?
Include if you decided to change the indicators and why
In 2019, the El Toolkit was developed and piloted in five
countries. It was later rolled out in MSF offices in USA, Germany,
and Sweden, and the MSF International office. It was also
launched in projects in Bangladesh, Pakistan, Papua New
Guinea, Cambodia, and Indonesia. By the end of 2020, 14 MSF
sites had used the El Toolkit, and its use is planned by over 40
more in 2021. Data on emission-producing activities and user
feedback were collected. A tool to assist household/office and
project waste reduction was added in 2020.

How did you analyse this data to understand to what
extent the innovation achieved its objectives? Did this
include a comparison to the status quo or an existing
solution?

The El Toolkit quantified carbon emissions for 14 projects
and offices and provided guidance on mitigation. Emissions
and their sources, and mitigation measures, were compared
across MSF sites.

Were there any limitations to the data you collected, how
you collected it or how you analysed it, or were there any
unforeseen factors that may have interfered with your
results?

In cases where exact emission measures were not available,
data on emissions-producing activities (e.g. monthly fuel use,
electricity use, and transportation) were collected, and emissions
were estimated using conversion factors.

What results did you get?

Sources of emissions and emission levels varied significantly
across the 14 sites. Air freight and air travel (business flights)
were identified as major sources of emissions. Commonalities
in mitigation opportunities were identified, including limiting
non-essential travel, finding substitutes to air freight and diesel
use, and scaling up solar energy. Our findings suggest the
need for rationalisation of emergency shipment use across
the organisation. There is considerable scope to make MSF
more efficient and environmentally responsible by reducing its
carbon footprint.
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Comparing the results from your data analysis to your Ethics

objectives, explain why you consider your innovation a This innovation project did not involve human participants or their
success or failure? data; the MSF Ethics Framework for Innovation was used to help
The El Toolkit has provided projects and offices with quantitative identify and mitigate potential harms.

insight into their environmental footprint. The steady adoption
of the Toolkit and positive user feedback suggests that this
innovation is a success. It provides a supportive framework
through which MSF teams can take positive action for
beneficiaries and the environment.

Sandra Smiley

Sandra has worked with MSF since 2011 in
Canada, the UK, Pakistan, Central African
Republic, and Democratic Republic of
Congo. She joined Climate Smart MSF
Users report that the tool has aided in both identifying sources of in December 2020, and is also a current
highest carbon emissions and prompting discussions on policy P N MPH candidate and Sommer Scholar at the
changes required to improve low-carbon and sustainable working. Johns Hopkins School of Public Health.

The Bangladesh project, for example, identified that electricity
consumption was a more significant source of emissions than
international shipping. As a result of Toolkit use, the MSF hospital
was connected to the electricity grid, monitoring of electricity use
was enhanced to inform action, and reducing air freight in favour
of sea freight became a central focus.

To what extent did the innovation benefit people’s lives /
work?

Is there anything that you would do differently if you were
to do the work again?

We would begin outreach earlier to improve acceptance and
uptake across the organisation.

What are the next steps for the innovation itself (scale up,
implementation, further development, discontinued)?

The scale-up of Toolkit use should continue at an accelerated
pace. Courageous leadership and behavioural change will be
important to making environmentally responsible practices
“business as usual”.

Is the innovation transferable or adaptable to other settings
or domains?

The El Toolkit can be used by all MSF offices and projects.

What broader implications are there from the innovation for
MSF and / or others (change in practice, change in policy,
change in guidelines, paradigm shift)?

What one measures, one can mitigate. Providing projects and
offices with their baseline environmental impact can drive decision-
making and adoption of more environmentally responsible
practices. The enormous health and humanitarian implications of
climate change and environmental degradation are well reported;
environmental considerations must be mainstreamed into all
aspects of MSF’s action.

What other learnings from your work are important to
share?

We recognise the importance of early buy-in for behavioural
change interventions. By reducing its environmental impact,
MSF has an opportunity to positively contribute to planetary
and human health.
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