
I
f we want to be an industry that lives our missions and 
inspires guests to make a difference, we have to tackle 
one very challenging area of operation: water use. Water 

efficiency is central to the long-range sustainability plan at 
the John G. Shedd Aquarium in Chicago, Ill. Located on Lake 
Michigan’s shores, the Aquarium is committed to Great Lakes 
protection and knows that it can lead regional water conserva-
tion efforts by example. By 2018, Shedd plans to reduce its use 
of new water by 50 percent over 2007 levels without compro-
mising world-class animal care or guest experience. From 59 
million gallons to 27 million in six years: How are we getting 
it done?

SHEDD’S WATER EFFORTS

In 2008, an external water audit provided Shedd staff with 
the data needed to analyze consumption levels. Once it was 
understood where the water was going, staff identified and ad-
dressed high-priority projects, which included commonsense 
steps like fixing leaks and replacing inefficient and old plumb-
ing. The Aquarium invested in water-efficient fixtures and 
engaged staff in water friendly practices. Daily meter reads to 
spot anomalies and make timely repairs were also undertaken.

At Shedd, the cooling tower for the chiller plant accounted 
for about 50 percent of Shedd’s annual water use, so the old 
equipment was replaced with more efficient models that save 
money, energy and water. Staff made sure that when the new 
chiller plant and cooling tower was designed, that it had the 
capacity to handle the cooling load of smaller units and a 
newly created tenant condenser water loop that is tied directly 
to our main cooling tower condenser loop. After researching 

the issue, staff began reusing water from some fish systems as 
water make-up for cetacean systems.

Now, Shedd is exploring opportunities to reuse water or use 
rainwater in outdoor water features. Staff is  also looking be-
yond the aquarium’s walls. Electricity production requires tre-
mendous amounts of water. Shedd’s Master Energy Roadmap 
aspires to reduce our energy use 50 percent by 2020, which 
also helps us minimize water use. 

GETTING STARTED

Where should your facility begin? We’d recommend starting 
with a third party water audit, then having your facilities staff 
review and analyze the data. Once you understand where water 
is used, you can choose “low hanging fruit” such as fixing 
leaks or installing water efficient fixtures. It is also important 
to continue monitoring water use so you can spot any fluc-
tuations that may signal that something is awry. Educating, 
engaging and encouraging staff and guests to be part of water 
saving efforts are critical to the success of your reduction plan.

Once the easy changes are made, look beyond your facility. 
Many community partners and local experts can help your 
facility find innovative solutions to continue reducing your 
water use. In the end, the efforts will pay off – for your bottom 
line, but also for the impacts that you’ll have on the aquatic 
systems that support us all.
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