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GREEN TALES
Changes on Tap for Bottled Water Sales at Detroit Zoo

B
ottled water is the fastest-growing drink choice in the 
United States, and Americans spend billions of dollars 
each year to buy it (Beverage Marketing Corporation, 

2004). Americans also drink more bottled water than any other 
nation, purchasing more than 29 billion bottles a year. The 
plastic required for all of those bottles uses 17 million barrels 
of crude oil annually, or the equivalent of the fuel needed to 
power one million vehicles for a year. Another way of looking at 
the fuel use is to fill one quarter of a plastic bottle with oil; this 
would roughly be the amount of oil used to produce that bottle 
(National Geographic, 2011).

The Detroit Zoo (DZS), like many other zoos and aquari-
ums, sells bottled water to its guests. In 2012, the Zoo sold 
about 75,000 bottles of water, generating revenue of $48,000. 
However, a waste audit of trash and recycling bins conducted by 
the Detroit Zoological Society (DZS)’s Green Team revealed that 
many of the plastic water bottles were ending up in the trash 
instead of the recycling bins, even though the majority of the 
trash cans at the Zoo are coupled with a recycling container. The 
audit also discovered that most of the plastic in the recycling 
containers was water bottles. To address this growing concern, 
the Green Team and green staff members created a plan to re-
duce the amount of bottled water sold at the Detroit Zoo. 

Over the next three years, the Detroit Zoo will gradually 
phase out the sale of bottled water.  The first phase of this 

project was to install a water bottle refilling station inside the 
lobby of the Ford Education Center. This high-traffic area has 
proved to be an excellent fit for the water bottle refilling station. 
Already, more than 19,000 guests have used the refilling station 
and the students who use the building seem to enjoy refilling 
their reusable water bottles. 

The second phase of the plan was two-pronged. First, six 
outdoor water bottle refilling stations were installed through-
out the Zoo’s grounds. These combined drinking fountains and 
water bottle refilling stations make it easy for guests to refill 
their reusable water bottles, thus encouraging their use. The 
second step was to increase the availability of reusable water 
bottles for sale throughout the Zoo. Service Systems Associates, 
the DZS’s concessionaire, partnered with the Zoo to sell reus-
able water bottles at the Zoo’s concession stands. The stands 
have signs that explain why the Zoo is selling reusable water 
bottles to get guests comfortable with the idea of using them. 

Over time, the Detroit Zoo will continue to increase the avail-
ability of reusable water bottles and water bottle refilling sta-
tions, and decrease the availability of bottled water. Interpretive 
signage will help educate guests about the plan to phase out 
bottled water. In 2015, the Detroit Zoo’s goal is to completely 
discontinue the sale of bottled water and drastically reduce the 
amount of plastic waste that the Zoo is generating.  


