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Green Tales

Ripley’s Aquarium of the Smokies  
Harnesses the Power of the Sun
By Jay E. Bryan 

Ripley’s Aquarium of the Smokies in 
Gatlinburg, Tenn., added 3 sections of PV 
solar panels that began producing renewable 
energy in December of 2015. There is a 50 
kilowatt (kW) system on the main roof, and 
2 smaller sections that comprise a separate 
13 kW system above the ticket booth and 
trolley stop awning. The power generated 
from these 2 systems is distributed separately 
and utilized differently.

The larger 50 kW system on the main 
roof generates renewable energy that is sold 
to the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) 
through their Green Power Providers 
(GPP) program. Participants in this 
program provide supply for TVA’s voluntary 
renewable energy purchasing program, 
Green Power Switch. TVA consumers 
have the option of purchasing renewable 
energy instead of, or in addition to, more 
traditional non-renewable forms of power. 
As a GPP participant, the Aquarium is 
a proud supporter of locally-generated, 

renewable resources. The Aquarium is the 
first and only commercial facility in the 
city of Gatlinburg to have solar panels. The 
intention is for other local businesses and 
individuals to follow suit and become GPP 
to help lessen the community’s dependence 
on fossil fuels for energy production. 

The power produced by the 2 smaller 
sections feeds power back into the 
Aquarium’s electrical panels instead of the 
grid to help reduce its overall consumption 
and footprint. The Aquarium is one of the 
few producers in Tennessee allowed to 
utilize the power being generated onsite 
because its smaller system is not tied into 
the GPP program. Most participants in 
the GPP program only produce energy 
sold as Renewable Energy Credits (RECs). 
Because they produce energy sold as 
RECs instead of utilizing it, they are 
limited to what can be said in regards to 
reducing their footprint even though they 
produce renewable energy. The Aquarium 

is glad it can increase the amount of 
renewable energy available and reduce its 
environmental impact at the same time.

The Aquarium is fortunate that the 
location of the 2 smaller sections makes 
them visible to everyone visiting or 
passing by the facility. The Aquarium’s 
mission is to provide a top quality, world 
class, marine life facility that fosters 
environmental education, conservation 
and research while simultaneously 
providing entertainment for visitors of 
all ages. The Aquarium’s ever deepening 
commitment to being better stewards of 
the planet is now visible, literally, to all 
guests before they enter the facility. A new 
web portal has been added so everyone 
can view the Aquarium’s real time 
production and tracking. 

Jay E. Bryan is the director of 
maintenance and engineering for 
Ripley’s Attractions Tennessee.


