
C
ontrary to popular perception, solar 
power is alive and well in the cloudy 
Pacific Northwest. In the fall of 2013, 

the Seattle Aquarium installed the largest 
solar array for an aquarium on the West Coast.  
With generous funding from Seattle City 
Light, the 49-kilowatt project covers nearly 
4,000 square feet of the Aquarium’s Pier 59 
roof with 247 panels, measuring 4’ x 4’ each, 
purchased from Silicon Energy located north 
of Seattle, promoting green jobs in Western 
Washington. Most of the panels produce elec-
tricity for Seattle City Light customers who 
want sustainable power through the utility’s 
“Community Solar” program.  

“This partnership provides an iconic location to demon-
strate how solar works in Seattle,” said Seattle City Light 
General Manager and CEO Jorge Carrasco.  Each 24-watt 
unit of the solar installation cost $150.  Participants re-
ceive credit on their Seattle City Light bills for their por-
tion of the solar pan-
els’ output through 
2020, along with all 
state production in-
centives.  City Light 
estimates that par-
ticipants will receive 
more than $150 worth 
of electricity and pro-
duction incentives 
for each unit pur-
chased by the end of 
their agreements.  

Complementing 
the solar project is a 
$1.1 million invest-
ment by the Seattle 
Department of Parks 
and Recreation on 
eight energy up-
grades in 2013–2014.  
These measures are 
expected to save 
the Aquarium over 
$100,000 annually 
in utilities and help 
us reach our carbon 
footprint goal of a 25 
percent CO2 reduc-

tion compared to our mean 2008–2012 baseline. Actions include 
new heating systems, a new boiler, additional LED lighting installa-
tions, destratification fans, HVAC control systems and more. 

The Aquarium strategic plan states we strive to be “… a catalyst 
for public engagement in the wonder, science and future vitality of 
the ocean and Puget Sound”.   The solar project provided a great op-
portunity for visitor and community engagement.  We teamed with 
City Light on a “Conservation News” billing insert to encourage 
customer participation in community solar.  As a result, all 1,850 
available units sold out to almost 200 customers in six weeks, gen-
erating $277,000 to be used for another project in the future.   An in-
teractive flat screen display with real time performance of the solar 
array and suggestions linking sustainability to the health of marine 
ecosystems is in development as well.  These efforts complement 
existing sustainability messaging within our popular SCUBA diver 
shows, in our café around sustainable seafood and even with water 
conservation tips on the restroom walls.  

MARK PLUNKETT, SEATTLE AQUARIUM 
CONSERVATION MANAGER
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Here Comes the Sun...In Seattle!
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T
he Saint Louis Zoo in Saint Louis, Mo., has 
been taking steps to reduce its carbon 
footprint for the past several years. The Zoo 

has reduced energy consumption through a wide 
range of energy conservation initiatives from 
lighting retrofits and HVAC upgrades to applying 
high energy efficiency standards in new construc-
tion projects. In 2013, the Zoo also added renew-
able energy to the list. The Zoo has installed a 
31-kilowatt photovoltaic system on its Safari Gift 
Shop at its South Entrance – making solar energy 
the primary power supply for the shop. 

The system has 96 (3’ x 5’) photovoltaic panels which pro-
duce enough electricity to keep three to five homes powered 
year-round.  It is expected to save the Zoo about $4,500 in net 
average annual energy costs over the system’s 25-years, total-
ing $111,740. This system is a source of pollution-free power 
generation, which helps the Zoo reduce its total emission of 
greenhouse gases that contribute to climate change. 

Visitors to the Zoo can view real-time and cumulative gen-
eration and the system’s air quality benefits (emission reduc-

tions made possible by the system) on the Zoo’s website (www.
stlzoo.org) or on a digital kiosk found on the South Arrival 
Experience bridge leading into the Zoo. The touch screen 
computer monitor lets visitors click on various features of the 
system, including an explanation of how solar photovoltaics 
work and data of energy produced since the system was in-
stalled in June 2013, as well as the real-time energy production.

 “This environmental initiative is one among many at the 
Zoo.  As a conservation organization, we work hard to save 
wild things in wild places around the globe, and we are also 
committed to conserving resources here at home,” said Jeffrey 
P. Bonner, PhD, Dana Brown president and chief executive of-
ficer of the Saint Louis Zoo. 

Monocrystalline solar energy panels (the Zoo installed 
Sunpower E20) are currently the most efficient at converting 
sunlight into energy when compared with other conventional 
photovoltaic collector types.  This is a grid-tied, battery-less 
design since the energy is utilized immediately during day-
time hours when the gift shop is open to customers. 

The Zoo is currently looking into additional opportunities 
for renewable energy applications to further reduce its reli-
ance on electricity generated by coal-fired power plants. The 
Zoo’s efforts of combining energy conservation measures 
(ECM) together with renewable energy  is the best approach 
to meeting  environmental and fiscal responsibility goals that 
call for reducing negative impacts on the environment, while 
cutting operational costs over the long run.  

WANDA EVANS, LEED BD+C, SUSTAINABILITY COORDINATOR

AT THE SAINT LOUIS ZOO

GREEN TALES
SAINT LOUIS ZOO IS HARNESSING THE POWER OF THE SUN

by Wanda Evans


