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Patients have come to expect the best possible care from 
medical institutions. A private hospital for plastic surgery and 
preventive medicine in Heidelberg, Germany, is proof that 
cutting-edge healthcare is more than that: The Ethianum’s 
approach to sustainability brings together quality of care, 
effi ciency, and environmental protection.

By Philipp Grätzel von Grätz, MD

The Future of Healthcare Is Green
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From outside, the Ethianum looks, well, 
… normal. Granted, there is some vege-
tation on the roof. The windows are 
somewhat larger than you would expect 
from a hospital. There are several nice 
balconies, some of them overlooking the 
Neckar Valley. And the lawn is very neatly 
trimmed.
But it’s only when you are inside that the 
hospital truly makes its impression. This 
is not a conventional hospital entrance 
hall, but rather a dome resembling the 
Roman Pantheon with its circular win-
dow in the middle of a very high ceiling. 
Unlike the real Pantheon, the roof’s win-
dow is covered with glass. Heidelberg is 

Style and a certain grandeur are what 
strikes the visitor when first entering 
the Ethianum. But there is more behind 
the façade: With 40 beds and 75 full-
time staff, the Ethianum is a reference 
site for Siemens’ Green+ Hospitals pro-
gram. Situated directly adjacent to 
Heidelberg University Medical School, 
it was designed from scratch not only 
to offer the best possible quality of care 
and a hotel-like atmosphere, but also 
to set new standards in terms of envi-
ronmental protection and efficiency in 
healthcare and logistics.
“For me, a truly innovative hospital is 
not only about atmosphere, but also 

“For me, a truly innovative hospital 
is not only about atmosphere, but also 
about sustainability.”

Peter Görlich, PhD, Managing Director, Ethianum, Heidelberg, Germany

not on the Mediterranean, after all. But 
this is pretty much the only compromise. 
As you would expect from a Pantheon, 
the upper walls are filled with the names 
of medicine’s all-time heroes: Sauerbruch, 
Galenus, Hippocrates, Al-Razi, to name 
just a few. Closer to the floor, the walls 
are covered with what looks like copper 
plates. It is not actually copper, but a 
convincing imitation.

New Environmental 
and Effi ciency Standards
“Creating a hotel-like ambience is not so 
much about money but about having an 
aesthetic vision and implementing it,” says 
Peter Görlich, PhD, Ethianum’s Managing 
Director. It is the details that impress the 
visitors: The floor is not blue or green, but 
dark brown with a parquet-like texture. 
The wardrobes and shelves are distinctly 
stylish. There are lifestyle magazines wait-
ing for readers everywhere. “This isn’t 
expensive, either. We employed a hotel 
specialist, and she knew how to get these 
subscriptions for a competitive price.”

about sustainability. The whole care and 
logistics concept has to be rethought 
in terms of sustainability,” says Görlich. 
Building a sustainable hospital is a repu-
tation enhancer, of course, but it is 
also good for the balance sheet: “Health-
care costs continue to be an issue. But 
hospitals simply cannot reduce staff any 
further. So, it was clear to us that 
we needed to take a new approach. We 
started to think about reducing energy 
expenditure and streamlining processes.”
Once the idea of building a hospital in 
line with sustainability standards was 
mooted, the search for partners began. 
“We were extremely lucky to have aes-
thetic surgeon Professor Günter Germann 
with us who is very willing to discuss 
sustainability aspects. Both Professor 
Germann and myself had already been in 
contact with Siemens. So, the decision 
for Siemens and the Green+ Hospitals pro-
gram was taken.” In retrospect, Görlich 
considers this an ideal choice: “It was 
a big advantage to have someone with 
expertise not only in medicine but also 



Modern medical technology, sustainable care processes, and a relaxing atmosphere go hand in hand.
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in areas like building automation and 
digital infrastructure. It was crucial for the 
success of the Ethianum to have close 
cooperation among the architect, the 
planning staff, and the project coordina-
tors. This worked extremely well.”
To have the opportunity to build a new 
hospital from scratch rather than having 
to renovate an existing one was certainly 
an advantage. Take energy expenditure: 
The Ethianum was built with state-of-
the-art insulation in order to reduce the 

amount of energy required for heating. 
It features large windows, which reduce 
the need for artificial lighting. It has its 
own geothermal energy facility with no 
less than 40 individual bore holes. And 
in order to adjust energy consumption 
to actual needs, a sophisticated building 
automation system provided by Siemens 
Building Technologies allows a facility 
manager (and indeed the patients from 
their bedside terminals) to fine-tune 
energy consumption. “The energy con-

sultants told us that under ideal circum-
stances we will be able to reduce the 
amount of energy that is consumed per 
patient bed by 50 percent annually. We 
did not expect to achieve this quickly, 
but it remains our goal. And, there is a 
clear trend that we are heading in the 
right direction,” says Görlich.
Energy was also an issue when it came 
to deciding on which medical technology 
to implement. “We went out and analyzed 
the market to see which equipment fit 

The Ethianum is the first German 
clinic developed with the Green+ 
Hospitals program. Let’s assume that 
I am a patient in your hospital. 
Would I actually feel the difference?
GÖRLICH: You would feel the difference. 
Sustainable healthcare as we understand 
it goes hand in hand with a different 
approach toward the client. The whole 
atmosphere will remind you of a hotel 
rather than a hospital. We don’t have 
aquarium-like rooms for nurses, for 
example, but open, lobby-like areas that 
make it far easier to interact with the 
staff. Your medical records will be trans-
parent to you as well: During ward 
rounds, your doctor will discuss your 

problems using your bedside computer 
terminals. And, by the way, you won’t be 
called a patient, but rather a client.

Saving energy is an important issue 
in terms of sustainability. How would 
I know that you’re saving energy? 
Are the rooms darker? Will I have to 
freeze in winter?
GÖRLICH: For us, energy-efficiency 
means that energy is consumed accord-
ing to actual needs. We have a building 
automation system that allows energy 
consumption to be fine-tuned down to 
the room level. As a client, you will be 
able to adjust the temperature and light-
ing with the help of your bedside termi-

nal. So, again, sustainability for us 
means higher comfort for you. No dark 
rooms. No freezing.

Does this also hold true for the actual 
medical care process?
GÖRLICH: It certainly does. In the radi-
ology department, for example, we no 
longer use X-ray films or chemical devel-
oper. We are working with a digital X-ray 
system. This is good for us and good 
for the environment. But it is also good 
for the client, because you will be exposed 
to far less radiation compared with an 
analogue system. We are convinced that 
a larger outlay in the beginning pays off 
for everyone involved.

Peter Görlich is the Managing 
Director of the Ethianum in 
Heidelberg, Germany. He is 
convinced that sustainability 
is more than a concept. It is 
tangible.

Feel the Difference

Dr. Görlich and his dedicated team at the Ethianum focus on process-
oriented improvements that are in the best interests of the clients.
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turned freelance writer and book author based 
in Berlin, Germany. His focus is on biomedicine, 
medical technology, health IT, and health 
policy.

Challenge:
• Build a hospital that features both high-quality care and 

environmental sustainability
• Generate savings by reducing the amount of energy per patient 

bed and by streamlining processes and logistics
• Increase patient comfort and place the patient at the center of care

Solution:
• Apply Green+ Hospital standards
• Optimize energy consumption with geothermal generators, building 

automation, and innovative use of lighting and medical technology
• Switch to a just-in-time logistics concept
• Implement a secure communication infrastructure with bedside 

access to patient data and patient services

Result:
• A modern private hospital, specializing in aesthetic medicine 

and prevention, that meets hotel standards with 40 beds for 3,000 
inpatients and even more outpatients annually

• Reduction of energy consumption per patient bed of up to 
50 percent and decrease of capital lockup from 350,000 euros 
per month to 50,000 euros per month

Summary

best with our hospital concept.” Apart 
from current consumption, a proper 
recycling loop for the machines was also 
important. Görlich: “We wanted to be 
consistent in what we do. This includes 
caring about what happens at the end of 
the life cycle. It came to be that Siemens, 
again, had the most convincing concept, 
and so we procured much of our imag-
ing technology from them.”
Medical technology nicely illustrates 
that high-quality care, sustainability, 
patient comfort, and business econom-
ics can go hand in hand. For magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI), for example, 
Ethianum chose MAGNETOM® Verio. The 
system provides excellent image quality 
for diagnostic confidence. It is environ-
mentally friendly because 95 percent of 
the materials can be recycled. MAGNETOM 
Verio offers high patient comfort thanks 
to the 70-centimeter large diameter of 
its Open Bore. And it is a financial winner, 
since a closed helium cycle with “no” 
helium boil-off means a drastic reduction 
in expensive helium consumption.

A Revolutionary Logistics 
Concept
Efficient processes in material logistics 
are also part of the Ethianum’s sustain-
ability concept. For example, there is 
almost no stockpiling of medical materi-
als. “We have an emergency repository, 
of course, but that’s it. All other material 
is delivered on demand and paid for only 
after it has been used,” explains Görlich. 
For a hospital, at least, this approach is 
revolutionary. It has resulted in a marked 
decrease of capital lockup from 350,000 
euros per month to 50,000 euros per 
month for 40 beds. And again, patient 
comfort is increased, because fewer 
repositories allow for bigger rooms and 
more lavish floors. For a system like this, 
it is necessary to know exactly what 
kind of material is required for what kind 
of intervention. Which is why “Kit-Packs” 
are ordered separately for each patient, 
depending on the kind of treatment that 
is planned.
Obviously, processes like these will only 
work if an efficient digital infrastructure 
is available. At the Ethianum, patients 
can enter relevant medical data online 

before admission. This saves time when 
the patient arrives at the hospital. But 
it also allows equipment to be ordered 
promptly. Not surprisingly, the hospital 
is largely free of paper. On the ward, in 
particular, all documentation is digital, 
including nursing charts. In order to make 
this possible, a modern communication 
infrastructure was installed. Siemens 
provided bedside terminals that can be 
used by both patients and staff. Doctors 
use smartcards to sign in before being 
granted access to patient data, and digi-
tal signatures have been implemented 
down to the document level. “Even a pain 
medication that’s applied outside of the 
pain regimen needs to be signed,” says 
Görlich.
Digital signatures also allow for proper 
electronic archiving. This is crucial, since 
– as in every hospital – the Ethianum’s 
archive is set to grow rapidly, according 
to Görlich: “We expect to treat around 

3,000 inpatients a year, and the number 
of outpatients who come to us for medi-
cal checkups and smaller aesthetic inter-
ventions will probably be even higher.” 
But the Ethianum cannot and will not 
increase patient numbers infinitely, 
Görlich says. “We want to maintain our 
care standards, our service quality, and 
the personal atmosphere.”
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