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Consensus Statement on the Removal of Pipeline Nitrous 

Oxide in the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland 

Background 

Nitrous oxide has been commonly used in anaesthetic practice as both an anaesthetic 

and analgesic agent for over a century. In the theatre setting, nitrous oxide is usually 

supplied via a manifold of cylinders to enable a continuous, uninterrupted supply. Recent 

work has demonstrated that the majority of nitrous oxide manifolds in the United Kingdom 

have a significant leak, with a range of 83-100% of nitrous oxide leaking out to the 

atmosphere before reaching point of delivery1-3. This has obvious financial implications, 

but there are also environmental consequences to consider 

Nitrous oxide is an important, and abundant, long-lived greenhouse gas, with an 

atmospheric lifetime of over 100 years4,5. This lifetime is important – since it is a centennial 

gas, emissions will accumulate in the atmosphere, resulting in increasing atmospheric 

concentrations and increasing potential effects on the climate. As it is a long-lived gas, 

any reductions in emissions associated with it are meaningful. 

Many anaesthetists have moved away from routine nitrous oxide use in general 

anaesthesia, including in previous high-usage areas such as paediatric anaesthesia and 

general anaesthesia in obstetric anaesthesia. 

Consensus recommendation 

That nitrous oxide should no longer be considered an essential drug in modern 

anaesthetic practice, and that continuous supply of nitrous oxide to theatre suites via a 

pipelined supply is no longer essential. We recommend that Trusts and Health Boards 

decommission their nitrous oxide manifolds as soon as possible, switching to point-of-use 

cylinders where individual Trusts and Health Boards feel that access to nitrous oxide 

remains desirable. We recommend that this transition is completed by the end of the 

2026/27 financial year in the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland. 

We would advise that Trusts and Health Boards liaise at an early stage with their supplier of 

nitrous oxide so that a contemporaneous timeline can be devised, in order to ensure that 

the increased demand for point-of-use nitrous oxide cylinders can be met and 

maintained. 

Please note that this guidance refers to pipelined pure nitrous oxide only, and does not 

refer to pipelined Entonox for use in non-theatre areas such as delivery suite. 
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Please note that for the purposes of this statement, ‘decommissioning’ refers to capping off 

the terminal units in theatre and removing the large nitrous oxide cylinders that supply the 

pipeline. 
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