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Below: Electric cars parked at
the Institute’s charging stations.
Right: A birds’ eye view of the
Institute’s rooftop solar panels.
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Since its inception in 1960 by the developer
of the first effective polio vaccine, Jonas Salk,
and world-renowned architect Louis Kahn,
the Salk Institute has been a monument to
science and innovation for the ages.

Salk and Kahn’s collaborative genius resulted in a building that isn’t
just an architectural masterpiece drawing admirers from across the
globe, but it is also the very embodiment of sustainable principles.
Environmentally the Institute was, and continues to be, ahead of its
time by using sustainable practices that cut its carbon footprint.
Kahn chose materials for the Institute that he thought would endure—
concrete, steel and teak. But equally important to the Institute’s
durability is what Salk called “an investment in flexibility.” This
flexibility has enabled the Institute to adapt to the ever-changing needs
of science and technology, while conserving natural resources.
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More than 2,300 photovoltaic
panels cover 100 percent of
available roof space on the
Institute’s main buildings,
providing almost half a megawatt
of power on the sunniest days—
the energy equivalent of powering
nearly 400 homes.

A mix of California native plants
and other drought-tolerant
vegetation reduces the amount
of water needed for landscaping.
Additionally, tree trimmings are
recycled and used as chippings and
compost around the grounds to help
retain precious moisture in the soil.
A 250-thousand gallon underground
cistern collects rainwater to
replenish the “River of Life” and
the fountain at its west end.

What looks like lawns on the north
and south sides of the Institute
are actually green roofs over
Salk’s central plant and other
underground facilities. Green roofs
offer many environmental benefits,
including preserving roof materials
from life-shortening exposure to
sunlight, reducing rainwater runoff
(which can pollute waterways and
burden sewers) and improving
air quality by trapping dust and
other airborne particles. They
also provide spaces for picnics,
volleyball, soccer and other
activities.

The Institute looks at purchasing
“green” products as a first choice.
For example, the Facilities
Department selects hand soap
and cleaning products that are
certified green, biodegradable and
nonpolluting, so that they can go
into the waste stream without
causing environmental damage.

The Institute’s four electricvehicle charging stations are
kept busy by the several dozen
of electric cars owned by Salk
faculty and staff.

Since 2003, the Institute has
incorporated sustainable design
strategies for renovation and
construction projects. The
Institute’s iconic teak windowwalls, which needed attention
after 50 years of exposure to the
elements, were painstakingly
restored in 2017 in collaboration
with the Getty Conservation
Institute, preserving 75 percent of
the original hard-to-source wood.

Kahn’s ingenious design included
large windows and “light wells”
to take advantage of natural
daylight and reduce the need for
artificial illumination. Today, the
labs are additionally fitted with
efficient, motion-sensing LED
lighting, so that electricity is not
wasted illuminating empty spaces
whether day or night.

Inside the buildings, waterconserving faucets are standard.

Salk’s landscaping contractor,
Heaviland Landscape Management,
uses quiet, non-polluting, electric
mowers and blowers to keep the
Institute’s surroundings immaculate.
Paper, plastic and battery recycling
is practiced Institute-wide.
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