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Green Tales

Omaha Zoo’s Sustainability 
Efforts Result in Big Savings
By Stephanie Huettner

The Green Team at Omaha’s Henry Doorly 
Zoo and Aquarium in Omaha, Neb., has been 
committed to conservation for more than 
15 years. A 2012 Peter Kiewit Foundation 
grant provided Omaha’s Zoo a major boost 
by funding work with a local sustainability 
consulting firm, the Verdis Group. This firm 
helped the Green Team and the Zoo write its 
first energy and sustainability masterplan. 

As a result of the plan (2012-2015), 
reduction goals were created to reduce 
energy and water use by 10 percent, increase 
recycling by 20 percent, increase employee 
engagement and increase visitor awareness 
of the ongoing and new initiatives at the 
Zoo. Currently, the team is proud to say that 
they have surpassed the energy goal and 
are close to meeting the recycling and water 
goals. In order to achieve these goals, a Green 
Loan Fund was established to supply the 
necessary funds for green projects. This fund 
was started with a portion of the initial 2012 
grant and is maintained by routing 75 percent 
of any monetary savings from projects and 
initiatives back into that fund. To date, this 
fund has helped the Zoo with multiple 
lighting retrofits, equipment upgrades, diet 
containers, lights off campaign stickers and 
recycling containers, to name a few. 

The Green Team is comprised of a diverse 
group of extremely energetic individuals 
representing most Zoo departments. This 
team meets monthly to discuss new ideas 
and goals, give progress updates and share 
information. A major focus has been 
spreading the message of accomplishments, 
helping to educate the public and 
encouraging behavior change. A portion of 
the Zoo’s website has been devoted to green 
initiatives, with a section including what the 
public can do when visiting the Zoo and at 
home. The public also has access, through 
the website, to track the Zoo’s success. A 
widget has been set up that demonstrates 
the Zoo’s utility savings and recycling rates, 
in real time. This is maintained by the 

Verdis Group, along with notes pertaining 
to physical changes at the Zoo that have led 
to energy and waste reductions. Electronic 
newsletters, social media posts, on-grounds 
digital signage and print signage include 
information concerning the progress of 
Green Team projects. An internal quarterly 
newsletter (The Greenie) with updates and 
Zoo-wide accomplishments is distributed. A 
second team has been established to monitor 
monthly utility statements. Thanks to the 
real time review of energy and water use, 

this team has been able to remedy multiple 
issues that have materialized into monetary 
savings, including leak repairs and HVAC 
modifications. All of the hard work and 
dedication of the Zoo staff, volunteers and 
guests has led to more than $400,000 in 
annual savings. 

Stephanie Huettner is the assistant general 
curator and curator of birds at Omaha’s 
Henry Doorly Zoo and Aquarium. 
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Omaha Zoo Natural Gas Used Annually
Baseline vs. Sustainability Focus

 BASELINE Quantity (ccf)     ACTUAL Quantity (ccf)     BASELINE Annual Cost ($)     ACTUAL Annual Cost ($)

$639,078

$547,137

$417,468

$543,964
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Omaha Zoo Electricity Used Annually
Baseline vs. Sustainability Focus

$1,882,653
$1,916,032

$1,797,495

$1,732,007
$1,715,037 $1,715,981

 BASELINE Quantity (kWh)     ACTUAL Quantity (kWh)     BASELINE Annual Cost ($)     ACTUAL Annual Cost ($)


