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Green Tales

Modeling Sustainable 
Resource Use in Philadelphia 
For decades, Philadelphia Zoo in 
Philadelphia, Pa., has worked to build 
strong programs in animal care, education, 
and conservation aimed at accomplishing 
its mission: “By connecting people with 
animals, the Philadelphia Zoo creates 
joyful discovery and inspires action 
for wildlife and habitats.” To serve this 
mission, the Zoo developed an integrated 
conservation strategy that includes modeling 
sustainable resource use for visitors and 
empowering them to reduce their own 
environmental footprint.  As a result of 
progress, Philadelphia Zoo received the 
Green Award at the 2017 Association of 
Zoos and Aquariums Annual Conference. 
The Green Award recognizes outstanding 

environmental consciousness and green 
practices and programs that reduce the 
environmental impact of an organization. 

“Green business practices put the 
conservation mission of AZA and AZA-
accredited zoos and aquariums into action. 
By reducing their environmental impact 
and incorporating innovative, sustainable 
programs into their daily operations, 
Philadelphia Zoo sets itself apart as a role 
model in green business practices,” said 
AZA President and CEO Dan Ashe.

To support its sustainability 
commitment, the Zoo hired its first 
Sustainability Manager in 2008 and 
developed a multifaceted 10-year 
sustainability plan that same year. In 

2013, the organization set five specific, 
measurable sustainability goals to achieve 
by 2018, which included reducing energy 
consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, 
landfill waste generation and water use, and 
managing storm water. 

Dedicated to “Saving Energy to Save 
Wildlife,” Philadelphia Zoo invested in 
facilities design and management, staff and 
visitor engagement, renewable energy and 
green transportation initiatives, leading 
to reductions in energy intensity by 30 
percent and greenhouse gas emissions 
by 10 percent. Through new exhibits like 
KidZooU, guests are encouraged to practice 
conservation behaviors and learn how these 
actions benefit animals. Experiences such 
as these empower young visitors to become 
conservation heroes. 

Since 2010, the Zoo has reduced the 
amount of landfill waste it generates annually 
by 48 percent. The collective actions of 
Zoo visitors, staff and volunteers to reduce, 
recycle and compost has prevented more 
than 1 million pounds of waste from entering 
landfills. Rain gardens, green roofs and 
porous pavement all play an important part 
in the Zoo’s water management strategy and 
currently, 68 percent of the Zoo’s 42 acres are 
designed to manage storm water. Since 2008, 
the Zoo has reduced its yearly water use by 57 
percent, or enough to fill 542 Olympic-size 
swimming pools, 

Philadelphia Zoo is committed to 
inspiring the next generation of wildlife 
advocates. During its 2017 UNLESS 
Contest, the Zoo engaged more than 5,000 
students from 161 area schools in designing 
conservation action and advocacy 
campaigns around saving water and energy. 
Students reached approximately 75,500 
people and created a positive impact in 
their homes, schools and communities 
through activities such as planting habitats, 
installing water bottle filling stations, 
and providing energy efficient bulbs for 
community members.

“Philadelphia Zoo recognizes that it has 
both a responsibility and unique platform to 
affect positive change for the wildlife and the 
planet,” said Vikram H. Dewan, president and 
chief executive officer of Philadelphia Zoo. 
“By using onsite energy-saving techniques 
and inspiring guests to do the same, the Zoo 
can deepen its conservation impact.” 
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