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Green Tales

National Aquarium: Energy 
and Water Conservation 
Strategies to Further our 
Conservation Mission
By Laura Bankey

Resource conservation, particularly water 
and energy, is important to all Association 
of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA)-accredited 
facilities. It is also a fiscal imperative, 
driven by the need to minimize costs 
associated with daily operations. While 
the infrastructure of a zoo facility may 
be significantly different than that of an 
aquarium, general principals and practices of 
resource conservation are often translatable 
and can usually be adapted to any facility. 

In Baltimore, Md., the National 
Aquarium’s mission is to inspire the 
conservation of the world’s aquatic treasures. 
While our living collection and exemplary 
education and conservation programs are 
the primary conduit for this mission, we 
often use our internal conservation policies 
and practices as a standard for how we ask 
our visitors to act. It is important therefore 

that we model best practices when it comes 
to resource conservation.

The Aquarium is a 35-year-old facility 
with two primary buildings located on 
Baltimore’s Inner Harbor. The Aquarium 
manufactures its own salt water from the 
city water supply. It takes a lot of energy and 
water to keep 20,000 animals happy and 
healthy 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 
days per year, not to mention 1.3 million 
annual guests and more than 400 paid staff 
and over 900 volunteers. In partnership 
with Constellation Energy, the Aquarium 
recently completed the implementation of 
$3.7 million in energy and water efficiency 
upgrades, including the conversion of 99 
percent of the Aquarium’s light fixtures to 
LED; installation of high efficiency units 
boilers and chillers; building envelope 
improvements; installation of updated 

• In the Russian Far East, high-quality 
patrols are now occurring in almost all 
protected areas harboring Amur tigers, 
reducing the threats to tigers and their prey.

• Scientists have a far better understanding 
of the potentially lethal canine distemper 
virus that appeared in Russia’s wild Amur 
tiger populations during the past decade.

The relationships that SSPs have with 
participating zoos and aquariums provides 
a powerful platform for raising awareness 
and funds for imperiled species. Tigers 
and other endangered wildlife face a 
tenuous future, but we have a tremendous 
opportunity and responsibility to help by 
connecting our animal programs with field 
conservation efforts.

Learn more and get involved:  
www.tigercampaign.org, www.facebook.com/
tigercampaign 

Dr. Tara Harris is the vice president for 
conservation at the Minnesota Zoo and 
the coordinator for the AZA Tiger SSP 
and Tiger Conservation Campaign
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transformers and switching gear; and the 
installation of high-efficiency water fixtures 
and air handlers. In just the first two years, 
these efforts saved over $400,000 in utility 
costs. These initiatives, on top of previous 
conservation efforts, have reduced energy 
use by 22 percent since 2008 and water use 
by 34 percent since 2007.

Along with the typical conservation 
actions listed above, the National Aquarium 
has also been investing in alternative 
energy production and new technologies 
and strategies to reduce water and energy 
use. Recently, the Aquarium implemented 
a 25-year agreement with Constellation 
Solar that enabled the construction of a 
4.3-megawatt (DC), grid-connected solar 
generation project on 22 acres of under-
utilized farmland in Cambridge, Md. With 
14,500 photovoltaic panels producing 6,000 
megawatt hours of electricity, this new 
solar farm now meets 40 percent of the 
Aquarium’s annual energy demand. 

The Aquarium has also invested in a 
new denitrification technology in one of 
its largest tanks, allowing it to substantially 
reduce the volume of water used, and 
paying for itself twice in saved seawater 
costs within the first two years. The 
Aquarium converted an old 40,000-gallon 
outdoor exhibit pool into a cistern during 
construction of the Glass Pavilion. Today, 
it collects rainwater from the roof in order 
to water the outdoor native plant gardens 
on the waterfront plaza, saving more 
than 200,000 gallons of water per year on 
average. To further reduce stormwater 
runoff, the Aquarium also installed a green 
roof on the Pavilion. Finally, in addition 
to replacing approximately 90 percent of 
non-exhibit indoor spaces with LED bulbs, 
the Aquarium also replaced the much 
recognized landmark blue wave located 
on the exterior of the building with LEDs 
reducing the energy use by 70 percent. By 
conserving as many natural resources as 
possible, the Aquarium is doing its part 
to preserve and protect the many species 
visitors are educated on, while at the same 
time being fiscally responsible, which will 
allow more sustainable initiatives and 
conservation practices. 

Laura Bankey is the director of 
conservation at the National Aquarium.

By the Numbers

Cherishing 
Cheetahs     Between  

   2011 and 2015

Association of Zoos and 
Aquariums (AZA)-accredited 

conservation and research 
projects targeting cheetahs

members reported spending a 
combined total of more than   

conservation 
projects

   on  


