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Scheme: Walking aid recycling scheme
Organisation:
Stockport NHS Foundation Trust
Key contact and email:
George Bryson -  George.Bryson@stockport.nhs.uk
What was the issue?
Walking aids and mobility products are sometimes thought of as single-use items within the NHS, although their useful life greatly exceeds use by a single patient, and can be refurbished and reused repeatedly. In 2019, 66 NHS Trusts across England spent over £14m on 560,000 walking aids, generating 5.7Kt CO2 through purchasing new aids, emissions equivalent to driving 1,330 average petrol-powered cars for one year. Furthermore, a review of local budgets found that there was a continual overspend on mobility products.
What action was taken?
A walking aid reuse scheme was set up across Stockport Foundation Trust. The current wheelchair stores at Kennedy Way were utilised and converted for decontamination and refurbishment of walking frames, walking sticks and crutches. 
When issuing patients or carers with walking or mobility aids, they are provided with an information leaflet advising where to return aids once no longer needed. Wider awareness of the scheme was also raised through social media, leaflets and posters around the trust. Patients and carers are able to return the mobility aids directly at drop-off bins on the Stepping Hill Hospital site, or at multiple participating mobility retailers in the community who agreed to host amnesty bin facilities.
The process of checking, cleaning and repairing walking aids takes 5-10 minutes, and is undertaken by the equipment team, with all aids undergoing a detailed mechanical check before either being cleared for re-use or placed in the metal recycling collection. Paired items are discarded and recycled together if one fails any or multiple parts of the mechanical checks. Any additionally required repairs are undertaken, before equipment is sent for fogging to ensure sufficient decontamination for repeat patient use, which the estates team undertakes.


What was the Delivering a Net Zero NHS benefit? 
The scheme was fully introduced in October 2022 and has been showing steadily increasing uptake. In the first full year, 2023/24, 24.2% of all issued walking aids were returned. By Q4 2025/26, this has risen to 36%. A total of 1,789 pieces of equipment were returned in 2025/26, of which 74% were able to be re-introduced to patient service with minor or no required repairs, while the rest was appropriately recycled. The highest percentage of returned mobility aids were crutches, with 64% returned.
The overall carbon footprint reduction for 2025/26 is estimated to be 23.15 tonnes1, the equivalent carbon absorption of 1,056 mature trees for a year2. 
What are the wider benefits? 
Financial calculations are available for 2023/24, where the project has delivered overall cost reductions of £26,499 and reduced the overspend on the walking aids budget of Stepping Hill Hospital by 26%.
Walking aids reuse schemes have been shown to be low risk for both infection control and mechanical failure concerns. The programme is covered by the ‘NHS Resolutions Liabilities to Third Parties’ scheme. Beneficial relationships were built with community mobility aid retailers, who act as a drop-off location as part of the scheme. Utilising appropriate metal recycling streams for discarded mobility aids ensures reduced waste in local landfills.
A monitoring log and spreadsheet were created to measure and track the volume of walking aids returned and reused to estimate the accompanying financial benefits and identify opportunities for further improvements to the scheme. This system also enables the streamlined management of replacement parts and their stock levels.
Further information
Walking aid recycling point locator: https://www.recyclenow.com/recycle-an-item/walking-aids
The Central Commercial Function Futures page contains a range of resources to support with walking aid reuse schemes, including webinars, ‘How to Guides’ communications toolkit and planning pack (requires registration to CCF NHS Futures page)  Walking Aids How to Guide – Central Commercial Function (CCF) Best Practice Hub – FutureNHS Collaboration Platform
Notes
1 Emissions estimate based on NHS walking aids return tracker carbon calculator, which factors in embodied emissions saved from reusing equipment, disinfection and transport costs, as an estimate of emissions savings achieved through return and reuse. For a total of 763 walkers, 820 pairs or crutches and 206 walking sticks returned.
2 From Arbor Carbon Equivalent Calculator, assuming over one year, a mature tree will take up about 22 kilograms of carbon dioxide (CO₂) from the atmosphere. Arbor's Carbon Equivalent Calculator Tool 
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Discover how the NHS s becoming greener. Search Greener NHS.




