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RENOVATED TOLEDO ZOO AQUARIUM
After more than two years, visitors soon will be able to walk through a renovated building that will house more than 
3,000 aquatic animals. In all, the aquarium has four times the volume as the past zoo exhibit did. The offering includes 
a place where visitors can touch the animals.

Lake Erie Islands: 
View �sh native 
to Lake Erie.

The Reef: 
See small sharks 
swim with colorful 
�sh, and divers talk 
with visitors during 
feedings.

Flooded Forest:
See Amazon River 
rays, cat�sh, and 
pacu.

Gulf of Mexico: 
Watch large rays, small 
sharks, and a sea turtle.

Touch Tank: 
Touch sharks, 
rays, and sea 
stars.

Moon Jellies: 
Change the 
color of light on 
translucent 
jelly�sh.
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An Armored Catfish attaches itself to the side of the Flooded
Forest exhibit at the Toledo Zoo's aquarium.
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Toledo Zoo Aquarium
Curator Jay Hemdal said the
aquarium aims not just to
entertain, but to educate and
inspire hope in the visitors’
experience.

“For a building of its age, [the
exterior] was in fantastic
shape. It was really the effects
of the saltwater on the interior,
and it was just time to update
it.”

A new experience
Overhaul discussions of the

aquarium began in the 1990s.
The $25.5 million project was
funded 80 percent by a 2006
capital levy on Lucas County
property owners and 20 per-
cent by donations. Although
the exterior was preserved, the
interior has been brought for-
ward to the 21st century and is
mostly unrecognizable.

“The aquarium is going to
be totally different from what
people remember,” Jay Hem-
dal, aquarium curator, said.
“There are a few aspects that
we kept for old times’ sake, but
the rest is going to be totally
new.”

It’s out with the old gallery-
style viewing experience with
small tank after small tank,
and in with an expanded, in-
teractive experience.

“In the old aquarium, your
peripheral vision was of brown
brick around each tank like
you were looking into a picture
frame,” Mr. Hemdal said.
“Now, we have long viewing
windows so it’s fish as far as
you can see.”

The building’s footprint is
exactly the same, but the total
gallons of water has increased
nearly fourfold from 46,000 to
178,000. The former largest
tank was 7,600 gallons. The

new largest tank — a Pacific
reef exhibit — is nearly 12
times bigger with 90,000 gal-
lons and takes up the entire
former rotunda.

“People would have origi-
nally been standing in the
middle of that tank and look-
ing out,” Mr. Sailer said. Even
the new second-largest tank
with the Gulf of Mexico exhibit
is still nearly four times larger
than the former largest tank at
more than 27,000 gallons, he
added.

The collection of creatures
will number more than 3,000,
which Mr. Hemdal said is ap-
proximately double that of the
previous design.

Because the aquarium’s all-
new life-support systems are
much smaller, work space can
be used more efficiently. That

means that even with larger
tanks, visitors still have more
space to move around in.

Mr. Hemdal said the zoo re-
moved the former 10-foot
acoustic tile ceiling to open the
building up to the rafters and
knocked back nonstructural
brick abutments that previ-
ously jutted out into hallways.

“It’s a bigger building inside
the old shell,” Mr. Hemdal
said.

Interactive exhibits
Visitors will now be able to

interact with creatures. They
will be able to touch stingrays,
sharks, sea stars, horseshoe
crabs, and the like in two
hands-on tanks. Dive shows in
the reef tank will allow visitors
on the outside to talk directly
with a diver inside about the
animals swimming around.

People can change the light-
ing in the moon jellyfish tank
to see the translucent creatures

light up and walk through a
simulated kelp forest.

Mr. Sailer said the interactiv-
ity of the renovated aquarium
is what he sees as the most no-
table change.

“There are some spectacu-
lar, big exhibits, but to me, the
overall visitor experience peo-
ple will have is entirely differ-
ent,” he said. “The big thing for
me is seeing those first people
go through and how they re-
act.”

A premier facility
Roger Germann, chairman

of the Association of Zoos and
Aquarium’s aquarium affairs
committee, said the Toledo
Zoo’s aquarium cannot be
fairly compared to stand-alone
aquarium facilities that can
handle creatures such as
whales and dolphins. But it is
one of the premier exhibits
among American zoos.

“There aren’t many zoos

that have a dedicated aquar-
ium component at this level,”
said Mr. Germann, who is also
the executive vice president of
John G. Shedd Aquarium in
Chicago. “I’m definitely ex-
cited to see the new exhibit.
Not that many zoos can put
that kind of emphasis on this
type of experience.”

He said many of the 148
AZA-accredited zoos have fish
and other sea creatures as part
of a larger overall exhibit with
other animals. But only about
10 have dedicated aquariums.

“You don’t see this very of-
ten,” Mr. Germann said. “We
still have a lot of work to do in
the aquarium world to connect
people to the underwater
world.”

Getting ready
Mr. Hemdal said the Toledo

Zoo’s renovated aquarium
aims not just to entertain, but
to educate and inspire in the

hopes visitors’ experience
there leads to conservation.

“We know that they are
stopping, they are listening to
the message, and at least if
nothing else, are appreciating
the animals better,” he said.

The zoo is planning for large
crowds at the aquarium on
opening weekend. Mr. Sailer
said there will be a line to get
in to prevent the aquarium
from becoming too crowded
for visitors — including chil-
dren — to get up close and
truly enjoy the new exhibits.

“We’re doing everything we
can to make it as pleasing and
wonderful as possible,” he
said.

Additional information, in-
cluding a schedule of events
planned for opening weekend,
is available online at toledo-
zoo.org/aquarium.

Contact Alexandra Mester at:
amester@theblade.com,

419-724-6066, or on
Twitter @AlexMesterBlade.
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A Speckled Eagle Ray swims through the Gulf of Mexico exhibit at the Toledo Zoo’s aquarium. The Gulf of Mexico exhibit has the second-largest tank at more than 27,000 gallons.


