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GREEN TALES

“It’s Raining, We’re Storing” at KidZooU
By Glenn Sonntag

B
orrowing from a popular nursery 

rhyme, “It’s raining, we’re storing” is 

a fitting verse to describe how we’re 

impacting water conservation at KidZooU, 

the Philadelphia Zoo’s new Hamilton Family 

Children’s Zoo & Faris Family Education 

Center.  A harvesting system is capturing 

storm water runoff, collecting it in under-

ground cisterns, and redirecting it to nearby 

indoor and outdoor restrooms to flush toilets, 

saving water.

“Rain, rain, go the right way” defines our KidZooU rain 
gardens, which are ensuring that storm water doesn’t 
just go down drains, but instead is soaked up by plants.  
Green roofs on top of the Barnyard Stables and the pigeon 
coops are absorbing water too, as well as providing great 
habitats for wildlife, including native species attracted to 
the regionally appropriate plants we’ve incorporated into 
our design approach.

Today, 68 percent of the Zoo’s land surface area is 
either pervious, or associated with a storm water man-
agement strategy, a number bolstered by the April 2013 
opening of KidZooU, which removed 4,700 square feet of 
paved surface, and with the gardens and infiltration ba-
sins, managed the storm water runoff for another 55,000 
square feet.

Since 2009, the Philadelphia Zoo has reduced our 
annual water usage by 398 million gallons, or by 64 per-
cent.  We have done this by detecting and fixing leaks, 
recirculating our features (including our Bird Lake, using 
a wetland to filter the water), and getting everybody in-
volved in using water smartly and conserving.  We are in 
the process of adding additional water meters and link-
ing them to our digital control system to help us better 
control our usage and save more water.  By increasing 
our green space and managing storm water onsite we are 
also pitching in to protect our local watershed and sup-
port the City of Philadelphia’s Green City, Clean Waters 
strategy.

For its holistic approach to storm water management, 
KidZooU received a 2013 Best Management Practice 
award from the Temple-Villanova Sustainable Storm-
water Initiative.  The real reward is in the realized water 
savings, the opportunity to teach water conservation 
through messaging and interactive exhibits to the more 
than 1.2 million people who visit the Philadelphia Zoo 
annually, and the positive impact on the environment.

We’ve built our program over time and we’re still 
learning.  Here are three tips worth sharing:

1. Create a long-range master plan.  It ensures you are imple-
menting water savings incrementally across all projects – 
large and small.  Rain gardens are both part of our campus-
wide Zoo360 animal rotation trails – a decade-long project 
– and our short-term improvements, such as our Tiger sur-
face parking lot.

2. Take advantage of partnerships.  The Philadelphia Water 
Department participated in water-saving efforts at our 
Centennial Intermodal Transportation Center since the per-
vious pavements, rain gardens and basin impacted not only 
the garage but a neighboring city street.

3. Sell it by focusing on return on investment.  The City of 
Philadelphia participated in the funding of many of our 
projects due to the reduction in water costs.
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