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About us
The Gulf Coast Reporters’ League was formed in 2011 by four
current and former reporters to compile a reference book
on the aerospace activities in the Gulf Coast Interstate 10
region. The first book was published in June 2011, and this
is a follow-up to that initial project.
Members of the League approached the topic in typical
newsroom fashion. They brainstormed about the stories
that should be pursued and made adjustments along the
way. For the 2012 edition, the team decided to update the
previous year’s work and add additional material, but by and
large remained true to the initial approach.
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The authors
David Tortorano, owner of Tortorano Commissioned Publications
of Gulf Breeze, Fla., has 35 plus years of newspaper experience. In
the Gulf Coast region he’s worked for UPI, the Pensacola News
Journal, Northwest Florida Daily News, Mobile Press-Register and Sun
Herald, and was part of the Sun Herald team that won a Pulitzer in
2006. Individual awards include a 1992 first-place for in-depth
reporting from the Florida Society of Newspaper Editors.
Duwayne Escobedo, a freelance journalist, worked 20 years as an
editor, investigative reporter and columnist. His experience includes
covering Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C., and a range of news,
business and feature stories in Northwest Florida over 14 years. His
freelance work has appeared in the New York Times, Associated Press,
Bloomberg and Time magazine. He won the Florida Society of
Newspaper Editors award for Investigative Reporting in 1997.
Tom McLaughlin covers courts and politics and is an investigative
reporter for the Northwest Florida Daily News. He’s an award winning
reporter with 26 years of newspaper experience in the Southeast. He
won the national Best of Freedom Award and Florida's Gold Medal
for Public Service award, along with three investigative reporting
awards and awards for court reporting, beat reporting, explanatory
writing, deadline reporting and column writing.
George Talbot, the political editor of the Press-Register newspaper in
Mobile, Ala., is an award-winning reporter and columnist with more
than 16 years experience on daily newspapers. His coverage of the
Air Force tanker competition has received national recognition and
multiple first-place awards from the Alabama Press Association and
the Society of American Business Editors and Writers, among
others.
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Opportunity awaits region

T

here’s no doubt about it. The most
important aerospace news for the
Gulf Coast region was the announcement in July that Airbus will
build a $600 million A320 assembly facility in
Mobile, Ala. It will mean thousands of jobs and
gives the plane maker visibility in the United
States. That will help it compete for a larger
share of the U.S. commercial market, and for
defense contracts as well. It’s likely to be the
spark that will ignite a Gulf Coast region that
already has a wide range of aerospace activities.
Last fall during the inaugural Aerospace Alliance Summit in Sandestin, Fla., Richard Aboulafia, vice president of analysis at the Teal
Group, was asked what portions of the aerospace industry the Gulf Coast should pursue.
“This is one of the most varied aerospace
cluster regions I’ve ever seen,” said Aboulafia.
“What you’re good at now is what you should

U.S. aerospace industry
Sales (est. 2012)
Work force (2011)

$217.65 billion
624,400

Source: Aerospace Industries Association

accentuate.” He also said a regional approach is
“absolutely essential.”
Two other speakers, both from major aerospace companies with operations in the region,
advised leaders to focus on getting young people interested in science, technology, engineering and math. They said the aerospace field is
growing, and the region would do well to prepare future workers for the jobs that will come.
That the Gulf Coast Interstate 10 region is
interested in expanding its aerospace footprint
is a given. Aerospace is a $217 billion industry
that uses a range of highly paid talent, from
those who design aircraft and those who as-
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semble them to those who fly or maintain
them. It’s an appealing industry and many areas
in the country have targeted aerospace.
But it’s an industry where nothing can be
taken for granted. Just ask Wichita, Kan., Boeing workers whose celebration over winning the
tanker project turned to anger when they
learned their plant will close. Another Wichita
fixture, Hawker Beechcraft, filed bankruptcy.
As this study found, Alabama, Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi leaders are actively pursuing more aerospace activities, notably foreign
investments. And that may be particularly important at a time when Pentagon belt-tightening
brings uncertainty to one of the pillars of this
region’s economy.
With competition so intense, Alabama, Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi joined together in
2009 to form the Aerospace Alliance. The four
states are packed with aerospace clusters, including Huntsville and Decatur, Ala., part of a
large science and technology region called the
Tennessee Valley Corridor; east central Mississippi’s Golden Triangle, which includes Columbus, Starkville and West Point; Florida’s Space

Coast; and the I-10 region along the Gulf
Coast, just to name a few.
The focus of this book is the I-10 corridor,
which includes a piece of all four states. It’s an
urbanized area with multiple contiguous metropolitan areas that includes the largest city in
Louisiana, second largest in Mississippi and
third largest in Alabama. It’s a microcosm of
the aerospace activities found in all four states,
including space activities, military aviation, aircraft assembly and more.
The idea behind this book wasn’t just to catalogue what’s in the 12-county/parish corridor,
but to put it in context and see how it all fits
together. Among other things, the reporting
team found:
•

•

Aircraft manufacturing, space, propulsion
systems, military aviation, unmanned aerial
vehicles and robotics, aerial weaponry, high
-performance materials, advanced manufacturing and RDT&E are the region’s strongest aerospace activities and the ones with
the most potential for growth.
The decision of Europe’s Airbus to estab-
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

lish an aircraft assembly plant at Brookley
Aeroplex in Mobile, Ala., is likely to lead to
suppliers and vendors opting to move to
the region to be closer to the massive plant.
Moss Point, Miss., builds portions of the
Global Hawk and Fire Scout unmanned
aerial systems at the Jackson Aviation Technology Center. It also has been chosen by
Northrop Grumman to build the new, larger version of the Fire Scout.
The combination of Brookley Aeroplex in
Mobile and the Jackson County Aviation
Technology Center in Moss Point, 35 miles
away, forms a hub of aircraft manufacturing
in the central portion of the Gulf Coast
aerospace corridor.
The I-10 region is in good position to attract commercial space flight activities by
leveraging excess capabilities at SSC and
Michoud, as well as in-house technical expertise found at both locations.
Stennis Space Center, Miss., and Michoud
Assembly Facility, New Orleans, each plays
a role in NASA’s Space Launch System.
SSC tests two engine types that will be used
in the launch vehicle, and Michoud builds
the Orion crew vehicle and will build the
core stage and other items.
The Department of Defense owns more
than 700,000 acres and 47 “sites” in the I10 region with a combined plant replacement value of $20.3 billion. Three of the
bases, all with aviation activities, are listed
as among the most valuable in the nation.
The region’s military activities include the
Navy Department of Defense Supercomputing Resource Center at Stennis Space
Center, Miss. It will add three supercomputers in 2012, more than tripling its computing power and placing it in the top 100
of the world’s supercomputers.
Military activities bring billions each year
into the region through payroll, contracting
and other activities. Between 2000 and
2011, some 3,500 companies in 12 Gulf

Aerospace activities at a glance
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

Rocket and jet engine testing
Rocket engine, satellite production
Piston engine assembly
Unmanned aerial system plant
Site of future airliner assembly plant
Areas approved for UAS flights
Military pilot training
National Guard aerial combat training
Aerial weapons RDT&E
Land and water ranges
National Guard helicopter repair depot
Multiple MRO activities
Applied geospatial technologies
Air Force electronics training
Human-machine cognition research
Advanced manufacturing research
43-acre manufacturing plant
Multiple aerospace parks

Coast counties/parishes were awarded
52,605 DoD contracts valued at $55 billion.
In 2011 alone 6,399 contracts totaling $7.97
billion were awarded, up from 2010.
Most of the military activity in the region is
aviation-related, and includes pilot and
flight officer training, weapons developments, search and rescue, supply and combat missions and unmanned aerial system
activities.
The military’s huge complex in this region
is a vast schoolhouse that trains tens of
thousands of students each year who earn
wings or learn technical skills, including cyber security training.
The U.S. Coast Guard has port activities
throughout the region, including the Aviation Training Center in Mobile, Ala., where
all Coast Guard aviators train after initial
training with the Navy.
Aerospace is a target industry for Alabama,
Mississippi and Florida, and Louisiana has
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•

•

•

•

•

•

targeted advanced manufacturing. Local
economic development groups have also
targeted aerospace, and state and local leaders have joined in regional alliances to pursue the aerospace industry.
The region is served by six commercial airports and multiple non-commercial, longrunway airports. Many of the commercial
airports include military aviation activities,
and some of the non-commercial airports
play key roles in military and non-military
aviation activities.
Major U.S. aerospace and defense companies have operations in the Gulf Coast region, including many with multiple sites.
Foreign aerospace and defense companies
and non-aerospace companies also have a
sizeable footprint in the region.
There are 16 universities, several with “very
high” research activity, that operate or have
interests in the I-10 region. Organizations
operated by those universities include the
National Science Foundation Engineering
Research Center, Raspet Flight Laboratory,
Polymer Research Institute, HighPerformance Materials Institute, Center for
Advanced Power Systems, National Center
for Advanced Manufacturing, and Research
and Engineering Education Facility. One
community college in the region is among
the top associate degree producers in science, technology, engineering and math
programs in the United States.
There are multiple technology transfer offices and business incubators across the
region. The Gulf Coast Patent Association
was formed in 2010 to focus on intellectual
property issues.
Research and development activities in the
region involve federal, state and corporate
players. One base alone, Eglin Air Force
Base, Fla., spends more in R&D each year
than many of the nation’s most prestigious
universities.
Aerospace activities include many in growth

•

•

•

•

•

sectors, including unmanned aerial systems,
advanced materials and geospatial technologies. One university activity focuses on micro air vehicles that use nano-sensors. In
addition to unmanned aerial systems, at
least three federal operations are involved
in some aspect of unmanned underwater
vehicles.
Two areas in South Mississippi are authorized by the Federal Aviation Administration
to fly unmanned aerial vehicles. Unmanned
systems are also flown at Eglin Air Force
Base, Fla., in military air space, and at Camp
Shelby, Miss.
Aerospace and technology parks have been
established or are developing across the
region, including a 3,900-acre park at Stennis Space Center, Miss. In addition, NASA
hopes to turn more than 800 acres around
New Orleans’ Michoud Assembly Facility
into an advanced manufacturing park. Michoud is home to the National Center for
Advanced Manufacturing.
States and local areas have workforce programs to train blue and white collar workers
for the aerospace and related industries.
Many of the programs are company specific. Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi and
Florida are right-to-work states.
According to a study, the Fort Walton
Beach-Crestview-Destin MSA in Florida
has the third highest concentration of aerospace engineers in the nation behind Huntsville, Ala., and Melbourne, Fla.
High schools in the region have programs
targeting aerospace, advanced materials and
geospatial career fields. A career academy in
Northwest Florida allows students to engage in real-world projects in science and
math to achieve high school and college
credit and industry-recognized certification.
It’s become a national model.

The region along the Interstate 10 corridor
has built its aviation infrastructure over the past
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100 years, and owes much of its growth to military and space flight endeavors of the federal
government. Those federal activities in turn
played a role in the creation of a strong research, development, test and evaluation community in the region.
The diversity of aerospace activities across the
corridor provides opportunity for those already
skilled in the field and those considering entering the field. While a particular aerospace activity may not be located in one area, it’s likely to
be done in another. And that’s important for
the workforce because it affords an opportunity
to remain in this region.
To protect the lucrative activities, local officials make it a priority to protect their bases and
the NASA facilities from encroachment. While
it’s clear that one reason is the value of the
bases to the economy, another factor may be
the pro-military population itself. Counties and
parishes in the region have a higher proportion
of veterans than the nation as a whole.
The business-friendly region offers tax breaks
and other incentives to new and established
businesses alike. They promote their generally
lower cost of living and lower cost of doing
business. While there are unions, Alabama, Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi are all right-towork states.
Those factors may be partly responsible for
the influx of foreign-owned companies, aerospace and otherwise, looking to establish a foothold in the United States. Indeed, the Gulf
Coast has been a beneficiary of “insourcing.”
The Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor along the
I-10 corridor isn’t the largest in the nation or
the Southeast. But its broad range of activities,
multiple seaports and airports, road and rail systems allow easy access from within the United
States and abroad, and may provide it with a
competitive advantage.
“The aerospace industry in Okaloosa County
and the Northwest Florida area offer the most
substantial growth opportunities and the best
match to the region’s business climate,” said

Larry Sassano, president of the Okaloosa
County Economic Development Council.
But no area is perfect. There remain issues
with insurance as a result of hurricanes, and
educational attainment has been a concern for
years. But there are plenty of educational bright
spots as well.
While the military will continue to be a pillar
of the region’s economy, at least one public official sees that as both good and bad. Florida
State Sen. Don Gaetz, R-Niceville, is concerned
that there’s too much reliance on tourism and
the military in his part of Florida. He and others
want to see more diversity, through attracting a
range of high-tech and mid-tech industries that
can take advantage of the trained workforce.
It’s possible this book may provide the public,
economic development officials and politicians
with a better understanding of the considerable
capabilities of this region, not only in aerospace,
but in other science, technology, engineering
and math fields. The tools are there, and it’s just
a matter of understanding how to leverage
them, and working together in a manner that
will benefit the entire region.
Gulf Coast Reporters’ League
Original May 2012
Updated July 2012
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County/parish snapshots
Counties/parishes
and states

Square miles

Population
(2010)

People per sq.
mile (2010)

% H.S grads
(2006-10)

% Bachelors
Degree (2006-10)

Orleans, LA

169.42

343,829

2,029.4

83.4

31.6

St. Tammany, LA

845.55

233,740

276.4

88.0

30.1

Hancock, MS

473.75

43,929

92.7

83.2

21.7

Harrison, MS

573.99

187,105

326.0

83.5

20.0

Jackson, MS

722.75

139,668

193.2

84.6

18.4

Mobile, AL

1,229.44

412,992

335.9

82.3

19.8

Baldwin, AL

1,589.78

182,265

114.6

87.6

26.8

Escambia, FL

656.46

297,619

453.4

86.7

23.4

1,011.61

151,372

149.6

88.4

24.7

930.25

180,822

194.4

90.7

26.8

1,037.63

55,043

53.0

84.3

25.0

758.46

168,852

222.6

86.3

20.4

Santa Rosa, FL
Okaloosa, FL
Walton, FL
Bay, FL
Counties/parishes
and states

Private non-farm
establishments
(2009)

Private non-farm
employment
(2009)

% change private
non-farm employment 2000-2009

Manufacturers
shipments 2007

Orleans, LA

8,324

150,820

-27.7

$3,088,945,000

St. Tammany, LA

5,856

67,769

30.9

$436,331,000

Hancock, MS

714

10,372

3.9

*

Harrison, MS

4,185

69,999

-12.4

*

Jackson, MS

2,343

48,842

14.5

*

Mobile, AL

9,016

150,599

-3.7

$12,407,151,000

Baldwin, AL

4,812

52,233

17.4

$1,410,273,000

Escambia, FL

6,671

98,136

-7.9

$2,117,030,000

Santa Rosa, FL

2,453

20,786

16.7

$74,894,000

Okaloosa, FL

5,005

57,415

-1.5

$656,730,000

Walton, FL

1,683

15,377

66.4

*

Bay, FL

4,510

54,350

0.8

$1,254,295,000

* Suppressed to avoid disclosure of confidential information
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, QuickFacts. (Compiled May 2012)
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Mobile, Ala.

Pensacola Beach, Fla.

A wealth of
lifestyles

A

gentleman from U.K.-owned Rolls
Royce made a revealing comment in
early March 2012 when discussing
that company's engine-testing activities at Stennis Space Center, Miss. According to
New Orleans, La.
the Sun Herald, he said it's easier to get people
from outside this country to come to Mississippi than to get people from the United States
A NASA official at Stennis Space Center once
to move there.
said that it’s only after people visit that they understand "we're not just dirt roads." Indeed,
there are dirt roads, but there are also urban
By Tom McLaughlin
landscapes, small towns, strip mall suburbia and
Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2012-2013 – 12
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more in a region that sports an astonishing mix
of lifestyles. Indeed, it’s only after a visit that
people understand the region has its share of
spring break hot spots and sleepy towns that
seem lost in time. And that variety may be key.
Those who study economic development realize you can provide all the information you
want to about the benefits of a particular area
for a business, from incentives to sites to taxes.
But if you don’t convince them it’s a great place
to live, a place where people would choose to
live, you’re wasting your time.
Harvard Business Review, citing Census research,
has reported that almost two-thirds of collegeeducated 25- to 34-year-olds said they looked
for a job after they chose the city where they
wanted to live. And for a business hoping to
attract top talent, it’s important that people
“want” to live in a particular area. In the case of
the Gulf Coast, it’s a matter of getting outsiders
to take a look.
Many first-time visitors are sometimes surprised with the variety of lifestyles available between urban New Orleans and Panama City,
Fla., and even more surprised when they see the
cost of living is lower, in many cases significantly lower, than the national average.
Yvonne Darling, a freelance writer, grew up in
central Mississippi and moved to the state’s
Gulf Coast in the late 1990’s. She was surprised
with what she found and immediately fell in
love with all it had to offer.
Not far from the Louisiana-Mississippi state
line, Darling found what she considers a New
Orleans-style flare in Bay St. Louis and Waveland. Further east, in Biloxi, where many now
flock for the casino gambling, Darling discovered a town, founded in the 1600’s, that relishes
and protects its history. Nearby Ocean Springs
she called “charming and artsy,” a town loaded
with unique boutiques.
Each community was different, but she found
something that bound them together. She described it as a “coastal flavor,” yet people “still
have that Mississippi hospitality.”

Eastern Shore, Ala.

Mississippi, Alabama, Northwest Florida,
Southern Louisiana, and right into Texas, the
coastal environment is chock full of small towns
with their own personality.
What Darling found in South Mississippi can
be said for the entire region between New Orleans and Bay County, Fla. There are plenty of
urban centers and their “bedroom communities” and suburbs, a large mix of small towns
and areas, particularly in the northern portions
of each coastal county and parish, that are the
epitome of rural living.
Seaside

Seaside has been written about numerous
times by national and specialty publications. It
almost looks too good to be true, but it is.
It was developed by Robert Davis, who used a
concept advanced by urban designer Leon
Krier, who wanted to bring back the traditional
city, one that existed in a quarter-mile radius
and allowed a day’s activities to be conducted
within an easy walk of home.
Davis hired architects and traveled with them
all over the South, working to put together their
concept of the ideal village. They drew up what
they envisioned as their dream stores and workshops. They collaborated to conceive a town
hall and breathe life into theaters and inns.
Davis envisioned what he termed “a wonderful esplanade” along the town waterfront and
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fond of the idea of land speculation, which he
thought the cause of poverty and inequality.
His theory was that land should be kept as a
public trust, and his teachings have held forth to
this very day. Fairhope is one of two communities in the U.S. considered a colony and is overseen by a corporation that owns about 4,300
acres and leases to about 1,300 homeowners,
farmers and business owners.
It didn’t take long for Fairhope to grow into a
resort community, as early visitors came by boat
from Mobile to vacation in small bay cottages
and boutique hotels constructed along the bluff
“streetscapes” featuring the coherent planning top. Fairhope's pleasant climate, peaceful surof streets, squares, churches and libraries.
roundings, and inspiring scenery have only en“We've become a nation of chauffeurs to our hanced is popularity with tourists and beachgochildren. It's time to rethink our priorities. We ers.
need to design cities not around the auto, but
The fishing in Fairhope is done, like many
around the foot,” he told those who would lis- other things, with a flare. Each summer, thouten. The whole thing was brought to life on the sands of fish and other seafood edibles are
emerald green waters of the Gulf of Mexico.
forced to the surface of Mobile Bay off FairThe Seaside experiment turned out to be a
hope by a lack of oxygen in the deeper waters
huge success. Not only was “The Truman
where they make their homes. The strange natuShow” filmed there, but the community has re- ral event makes for easy pickings, and city resiceived a boatload of architectural awards and
dents use the time to stock their larders and
been featured in such publications as The New
celebrate the strange phenomenon with a jubiYork Times and Time magazine.
lee.
A whole village of smallish residential comIt's also become a Mecca for artists and aumunities has since blossomed, Seaside-like, in
thors. Notables Jimmy Buffett, Rick Bragg and
South Walton County. Each prides itself on
Fannie Flagg claim ties to the town. Nearby
having its own personality and the Walton
Point Clear is home to the Grand Hotel, a world
County Tourist Development Council is working to market the area in a way that celebrates
the individuality.
Seaside, Fla.

Fairhope

Fairhope, Ala., is a postcard-perfect Southern
town on the Eastern Shore of Mobile Bay. It’s
known for its sweeping views of the waterfront,
moss-draped live oaks and vibrant downtown
shopping district.
The town was founded more than 100 years
ago as a free tax colony, a utopian ideal promoted by economist Henry George, who wasn’t

New Orleans
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Mexico and the importance of shipping to the
city along the Mobile River.
Mobile is a major transportation corridor for
the Gulf Coast region. It relies heavily on its
port, one of the busiest on the Gulf Coast, its
rail lines and airport.
But it is also a cultural hub. The city is home
to the Mobile Museum of Art, the Saenger Theatre arts center, the Mobile Civic Center, the Arthur C. Outlaw Convention Center, the Mobile
Symphony and the Mobile Opera. The city hosts
minor league baseball and hockey teams.
Mobile offers both public and private school
education and is home to the Alabama School of
Mathematics and Science, a facility dedicated to
advancing the education of the state’s best in
brightest students in those areas of achievement.
The University of South Alabama, the University
of Mobile, Spring Hill College and Faulkner University are all located in Mobile, as is Bishop
State Community College and Fortis College.
Fairhope, Ala.

Pensacola

class resort that includes Lakewood Golf Course Pensacola, Fla., the western-most city in Floron the famed Robert Trent Jones Golf Trail.
ida, was first explored in 1516 by the Spanish
and in 1559 became the first European settleMobile
ment in the United States. The settlement didn’t
The port city of Mobile has a city population last long and was wiped out by a hurricane.
of just over 195,000 and is the third largest city
Today, Pensacola stands out as a community
in Alabama. The greater Mobile area is home to that values its history and it’s highlighted at
just under 600,000 residents. Mobile has manevery opportunity. It’s home to what’s left of
aged to keep its downtown alive, despite the
Fort Barrancas and Fort Pickens, and the downgrowth of suburbs and bedroom communities in town is filled with historic homes in the popular
outlying areas.
Seville District.
Downtown includes a historic district, musePensacola is the commercial and logistics cenums and, in more recent years, an entertainment ter for this part of Northwest Florida, home of
district. Like New Orleans, Mobile has an annual one of the busier airports in the region as well as
Mardi Gras celebration, but by all measures it’s a a deepwater port. It is, notably and proudly, a
far more sedate, family-oriented festival than the Navy town.
one in Louisiana.
The city is remaking itself. The downtown area
Mobile has a large convention center, not far is getting a facelift with a $40 million revitalizafrom the city’s Exploreum, which is designed to tion of its waterfront. The city has completed
make learning science fun for young people.
construction of a stadium at Maritime Park,
Plans are under way to build a new facility called home of an Double A baseball team.
GulfQuest, which will emphasize the Gulf of
Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2012-2013 – 15
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Village of Tradition, Miss

There’s also an outdoor amphitheater, public
space along Pensacola Bay and mixed-use development to include offices, restaurants, shops
and businesses.
Pensacola, the “Cradle of Naval Aviation,” is
home of the Blue Angels and a world-class National Naval Aviation Museum. It also offers
community theatre, opera, ballet, symphony and
art galleries.
South of Pensacola and across the bay is Pensacola Beach. The public beach area is bordered
by the Gulf Island National Seashore, a pristine
and undisturbed expanse of crystal white beach.
Pensacola Beach has always promoted itself as a
family-oriented alternative to spring break hotspot Panama City Beach, some 60 miles to the
east.

Downtown, the smell of Cajun-inspired foods
is pervasive, and the air is filled with the sound
of music. In one area you’ll hear jazz, walk a little further and it might be country. Topless bars,
trinket shops, voodoo art shops and eateries
seem to fit together effortlessly in a city with a
noticeable European flavor. In the French Quarter, famous for never-ending partying, you can’t
walk very far without finding a shop that will sell
you your alcohol of choice.
But that’s not all New Orleans is about.
A 2009 poll conducted by Travel and Leisure
magazine ranked New Orleans as America’s first
favorite city in 10 categories, including best for
stylish boutique hotels, live music/concerts and
bands, cocktail hours, antique and vintage shops,
as a spring break destination, cafes/coffee bars,
neighborhood restaurants and people watching.
New Orleans is also an educational center,
New Orleans
home
to Tulane University, the medical center
The largest and most famous urban center on
the Gulf Coast is New Orleans, with a city popu- of Louisiana State University, the University of
New Orleans, Loyola and more. Along the riverlation of just under 344,000. The city presides
front is the Audubon Aquarium of the Americas,
over an urban center of 1.2 million.
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and New Orleans is also home to the World War
II museum.
It’s also a town for professional sports teams.
The National Football League’s New Orleans
Saints play at the Louisiana Superdome, and the
city also has the Hornets pro basketball team.

tourists as well as the nation’s military in a mix
that’s as diverse as it is interesting. It’s a place
where the rich and famous find haven and the
locals shrug and wink and say “it’s just another
day in paradise.”
▫▫▫

The Gulf Coast is a land with honky tonks and
operas, Mardi Gras and pro sports games, a
place where salt water fishing and offshore drilling are a way of life. It welcomes spring breakers, weekend gamblers and snowbirds, family

A megapolitan wannabe

T

he book “Megapolitan America” discusses the trend of regions to group together to compete in a global economy.
It predicts that by 2040 there will be 10 clusters
composed of 23 “megapolitan” areas in the 48
contiguous states. It doesn’t list the region between New Orleans and Bay County, Fla., but it
should.
The Interstate 10 region between Baton
Rouge, La., and Bay County, Fla., has eight
nearly contiguous metropolitan statistical areas
with a combined population of 3.7 million and
gross metropolitan product of $175 billion. It’s
tied together by a shared culture.
Linked by a transportation network that includes seven commercial airports, north-south
interstates tied to an east-west interstate, rail
lines and multiple seaports, the Gulf Coast is
already a major intermodal center. The expansion of the Panama Canal promises to make the
Gulf Coast region an even larger player in the
movement of cargo.
Multiple universities have operations in the
region, some with their main campus. Many of
them work together in cooperative programs.

Gross Metropolitan Product 2010
Metropolitan area

millions

New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner

$71,476

Baton Rouge

$39,400

Mobile

$15,835

Pensacola-Ferry Pass-Brent

$14,160

Gulfport-Biloxi

$10,288

Crestview-Fort Walton Beach-Destin

$9,482

Pascagoula

$7,665

Panama City-Lynn Haven-PC Beach

$6,751

Total

$175,057

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

The region’s common economic pillars are
aerospace, energy, shipbuilding and maritime
trades and tourism, just to name a few. Taken as
a whole, the region hosts some of the biggest
names in corporate America and every branch of
the military along with the Coast Guard.
▫▫▫

Photos in this section provided by New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau; Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce; Village of Tradition; Eastern Shore Chamber of Commerce
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Foreign interest continues
Europe’s Airbus greatly
increases its investment in
the Gulf Coast with a new
116-acre complex to
assemble A320 jetliners...

Mississippi

Alabama
Florida

Louisiana

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

F

or Mobile, Ala., the announcement on
July 2, 2012 that the city would be the
site of a $600 million, seven-building,
116-acre Airbus A320 assembly plant
seemed to prove the point
that economic development
takes time. In this case,
more than seven years.
The city in 2011 lost its
bid to become the assembly
location for Air Force tankers when Boeing won the
contract. But state and local
officials maintained close
ties with Airbus parent EADS, which chose the
city for the tanker assembly plant over 70 contenders back in 2005. When Airbus decided to
commit to a U.S. plant to take advantage of the
strong U.S. market for single-aisle planes, Mobile was the natural choice.
“The town is right, the talent is right and the
time is right,” said Fabrice Bregier, Airbus president and CEO.
The site at 1,700-acre Brookley Aeroplex will
make 40 to 50 planes a year by 2017. It will create 3,200 construction jobs, and the plant will
eventually employ 1,000 people, with a ripple
effect of an additional 4,000 jobs in the region.

By George Talbot

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•

Multiple foreign countries represented in
the Gulf Coast aerospace corridor
Airbus assembly line likely to be
watershed event for the entire region
Alabama, Florida, Louisiana and
Mississippi leaders hungry for more
Region has had sites in the final running
for aerospace plants several times
States act as a team on trips to
international air shows

“It’s not just an assembly line, it’s a whole
compound,” said Christian Scherer, Airbus executive vice president, head of strategy and future programs.
“This day will shape the future of this region
for years to come,” Alabama Gov. Robert Bentley said at the announcement. “The entire region is now poised for excellence and growth.”
The project puts Mobile, Alabama and the
Gulf Coast region in a select club of locations
producing commercial airliners. What’s more,
the arrival of the world's largest aircraft manufacturer on to the home turf of its chief rival,
Boeing, is likely to change the dynamics of the
aerospace industry for years to come.
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Tad Denson photo

Brookley Aeroplex in Mobile, Ala., is a 1,700-acre industrial site with a 9,600-foot runway. It’s a former Air Force
Base that was closed in 1969, and has been a key site for Mobile’s aerospace activities.

In a tough economy, many states have cut
back on industry recruiting budgets and hunkered down to protect existing jobs.
Not so on the Gulf Coast, where business and
political leaders from Alabama, Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi aren’t content to wait for a
recovery. They’re stepping up efforts to attract
new jobs, venturing around the world to identify
prospects and seek foreign direct investment.
Florida Gov. Rick Scott launched a four-day
recruiting trip to Spain in May, looking to build
cultural and economic ties in advance of next
year's 500th anniversary of the arrival in Florida
by Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de Leon.
Scott said economic stagnation in Europe has
only served to increase interest among foreign
companies in investing in the United States. He
said he is out to bring them to the nation’s Sunshine State.

“Florida means business,” Scott said. “That’s
the message I’m focused on sending to jobgrowing business around the world.”
In neighboring Alabama, Bentley was scheduled to lead a delegation of state officials to the
Farnborough International Air Show in July.
They’ll meet with dozens of prospects and aerospace executives as they look to boost employment under a new, “Accelerate Alabama” economic plan.
“We spend a lot of time on existing industry,
but foreign direct investment is a major part of
our plan,” said Greg Canfield, the director of
the Alabama Department of Commerce.
Canfield, the state’s top industrial recruiter,
said he puts a priority on global companies that
don’t have a manufacturing base in the U.S.
“We’re finding that, in spite of the economic
downturn, it’s a target-rich environment out

Photo page 18: A portion of the fuselage of an A320, one of Airbus’ most popular jetliners.
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there,” Canfield said. “As labor costs rise across
the globe, and as fuel and energy costs remain
high, it makes logistics much more critical. So
we’re finding a ready audience wherever we go.”
Gulf Coast insourcing

It’s not surprising that economic development
officials in the Gulf Coast region are advocates
of “insourcing,” where foreign companies invest
in the United States and create jobs.
One example this year was in January, when
Mississippi officials celebrated the news that
Rolls-Royce PLC was adding a second jetengine test stand at the NASA John C. Stennis
Space Center in Hancock County. The project
represented an investment of at least $50 million
by the British company, which hailed the state’s
outstanding business climate.
“America can compete,” said James M.
Guyette, chairman, president and CEO of RollsRoyce North America. “That’s why we are partnering and investing in several U.S. locations.
We look forward to continuing our great partnership with the state of Mississippi.”
According to 2012 data from the Organization
for International Investment, which represents
the U.S. operations of global companies, some
5.3 million Americans owe their jobs to the investment of foreign-owned companies. The annual payroll is significant: $409.7 billion - with
average annual compensation of $77,597, about
one-third more than the economy-wide average.
The fight for dollars is tougher than ever.
OFII said foreign direct investment in the
United States declined in 2011 to $227.9 billion,
which represents a 4 percent decrease from the
previous year.
“The competition for companies like Rolls
Royce has never been fiercer,” said Nancy
McLernon, president of OFII. “Policymakers
need to do all they can to make the U.S. the
most attractive location around the world for
these types of firms to invest and do business.”
The Southeastern United States is among the
top regions in the world for attracting foreign

South Alabama
Aerospace highlights: Home of a major industrial
park at a former Air Force Base; commercial airport
is home to several aerospace companies as well as
air activities of the U.S. Coast Guard.
Counties: Mobile; Baldwin
Key cities: Mobile; Foley; Bay Minette; Gulf Shores;
Orange Beach; Daphne; Fairhope
Population (est. 2010): 595,133
Workforce (2008): 217,879
Local economic development:
• Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce (251) 4336951
• Baldwin Economic Development Alliance (251)
947-2445
State economic development:
• Alabama Department of Commerce (334) 2420400

investments, particularly advanced manufacturing jobs. The numbers are significant:
•

•

In Florida, the U.S. subsidiaries of global
companies account for 236,700 jobs, almost
4 percent of the state’s private sector workforce. That’s enough to rank Florida 6th in
the nation for the number of jobs that draw
a paycheck from the U.S. subsidiaries of
global companies.
In Alabama, companies with foreign roots
account for 77,500 jobs, employing nearly 5

Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2012-2013 – 21

Chapter I: Foreign investments

Airbus illustration

Airbus plans to begin construction of its assembly complex at Brookley Aeroplex in the summer of 2013. The 116acre complex will include seven buildings.

percent of Alabama’s private-sector workforce, placing Alabama 24th in the nation in
the number of jobs at foreign-owned firms.
In Louisiana, U.S. subsidiaries of global
companies account for 49,100 jobs, more
than 3 percent of private-sector workers.
In Mississippi, 27,400 workers get a paycheck from the U.S. subsidiaries of global
companies, close to 3 percent of Mississippi’s private-sector workforce.

OFII released a study in May showing that for
every worker receiving a paycheck at a U.S. subsidiary of a global company, an additional three
•
jobs are supported in the U.S. economy.
“Inbound global investment changes the face
of American communities, providing good•
paying jobs throughout a local economy. But
over the past decade our ability to attract leading
global companies has grown sluggish,” said
OFII’s McLernon.
“Part of the solution to our country’s jobs criWhen these companies land, the most obvious sis includes those companies that are based bebenefits are job creation and the tax dollars that yond our borders – and we must do everything
are generated. But there’s also the less tangible possible to make the U.S. the most attractive
side: A successful launch of a new operation can location in the world for global businesses to
broaden awareness of an area.
locate their facilities and create jobs.”
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In Alabama, U.S. subsidiaries announced 27
greenfield projects last year, investing $774
million and creating 3,401 new jobs.
In Louisiana, U.S. subsidiaries announced
8 greenfield projects last year, creating 4,087
jobs (capital investment data unavailable).
In Mississippi, U.S. subsidiaries announced 6 greenfield projects last year, investing $1.2 billion and creating 2,378 jobs.

But Canfield and other regional economic developers are challenged to continue that growth
in a time when state budget cutbacks have limited the amount of cash and other incentives
they can use to land new investors.
“We’re mindful of every dollar we spend, but
my chief role is to drive job creation and capital
investment,” Canfield said. “In order to do that,
we have to invest in prospecting. So we’re going
to travel as a state, we’re going to meet those
companies on their own turf and we’re going to
be competitive. But also we’re going to be effiRolls-Royce photo cient and focused on getting a maximum return
Rolls-Royce tests commercial jet engines at NASA
on every dollar.”
Stennis Space Center, Miss. It’s building a second
That focus increasingly is fixed on internastand to go with the one opened in 2007.
tional aerospace firms, one of the fastestgrowing industries across the Deep South. As
the Southern aerospace corridor continues to
Expansion mode
Gulf Coast states are continuing to search far mature, companies are following a trail blazed
by foreign automakers in the mid-1990s. Fields
and wide for new aerospace prospects. Alathat once produced timber and cotton are now
bama’s Canfield said the state has won major
home to some of the world’s most efficient auto
new projects in the past year from companies
based in France, Germany, South Korea, Swit- plants, including BMW in South Carolina, Kia in
Georgia, Nissan and Toyota in Mississippi and
zerland, Sweden and the United Kingdom.
“We’ve seen tremendous growth in the num- Honda, Hyundai and Mercedes Benz in Alaber of international companies doing business in bama. Their success has helped open a wave of
Alabama,” Canfield said. “We are a force when new investment from the aerospace sector, and
state leaders from Alabama, Florida, Louisiana
it comes to foreign direct investment.”
The latest figures from OFII show 2011 was a and Mississippi are hungry for more.
“You can look back over the last 10-12 years
successful year for the Gulf Coast states:
with regard to the automobile industry in the
South and you are about to see the same thing
• In Florida, U.S. subsidiaries announced 62
with
regard to aviation and aerospace,” said forgreenfield projects last year, investing $2.5
mer Alabama Gov. Bob Riley, who led a multibillion and creating 4,090 new jobs.
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Foreign subsidiaries in Alabama
AEGON USA
Air Liquide America
Akzo Nobel
AMEC
BAE Systems
BASF
BP
Cobham
Daimler
EADS North America
Elbit Systems of America
Ericsson
Evonik Degussa
GKN America Corp.
GlaxoSmithKline
Hanson North America
Holcim (US) Inc.

Honda North America
Huhtamaki
Hyundai Motor America
Iberdrola Renewables
InterContinental Hotels Group
John Hancock Financial Services
Lafarge North America
Maersk Inc
Magna
Michelin
Nestlé USA, Inc.
Novartis
Oldcastle, Inc.
Randstad
Rexam
Rolls-Royce North America Inc.
SABIC Innovative Plastics

Saint-Gobain
Shell Oil Company
Siemens
Sodexo
Sony Corp. of America
Tate & Lyle North America
Thales USA
ThyssenKrupp Stainless USA, LLC
ThyssenKrupp Steel USA LLC
T-Mobile USA
TOTAL Holdings USA
Toyota Motor North America
Tyco International
Umicore USA
Voith Holdings, Inc.
Zurich North America

Source: Organization for International Investment

state initiative to recruit aerospace jobs as head
of the Southern Governors Association.
The growth of Southern aerospace is still an
emerging story, but the world’s top aircraft and
defense firms are taking notice. Many of the industry’s biggest names already have a presence
on the Gulf Coast, including Italy’s Finmeccanica, Britain’s Rolls-Royce, China’s AVIC International and the Franco-German Airbus.
Economic developers, eager to build on the
momentum, have banded together to promote
the region as a prime market for aerospace investment. A key player is the Aerospace Alliance, a four-state coalition whose goal is to promote the Gulf Coast region as a world class
aviation, aerospace and defense corridor.
“This alliance will go far in promoting our
region for what it is – one of the largest aerospace corridors in the world and a great place
for companies in this sector to do business,”
said former Mississippi Gov. Haley Barbour,
who continues to stay engaged as an economic
developer for the region.
“The Gulf Coast states share geographic proximity, a long tradition of aerospace and aviation
activities and a skilled and experienced work-

force, and by joining together, we will be wellpositioned to take advantage of opportunities to
grow this sector in our region,” Barbour said.
Major new players

The list of aerospace companies doing business along the Gulf Coast reads like a who’swho of the aviation industry, with many of the
world’s leading firms putting down roots. The
roster includes global players like Airbus, GKN,
Rolls-Royce, Singapore Technologies, BAE Systems and Austal USA, an Australian shipbuilder
that has gone from humble beginnings on the
Mobile waterfront to a major supplier of U.S.
Navy warships. Other foreign-owned companies include ThyssenKrupp, Evonik, Berg Steel
and SSAB.
One company that came into the region
somewhat under the radar was China’s AVIC
International, which bought in late 2010 Teledyne Continental Motors Inc., an aerospace
company that has been a long-time fixture of
the Alabama port city, going back to the 1960s.
The deal was important but much of the focus
at the time was on the fight between Boeing and
EADS to build tankers. The arrival of AVIC
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Foreign subsidiaries in Florida
AEGON USA
ACE Group
Air Liquide America
Airbus North America
ALSTOM
AMEC
APL Limited
BAE Systems
BASF
BIC Corporation
bioMerieux, Inc.
Boehringer-Ingelheim Corp.
BOSCH
BP
Bridgestone Americas
Case New Holland
Cobham
Daimler
Diageo, Inc.
EADS North America
Electrolux North America
Ericsson
Experian
Generali USA

Givaudan
GlaxoSmithKline
Hanson North America
Heineken USA
HSBC North America Holdings
Hyundai Motor America
ING America
InterContinental Hotels Group
John Hancock Financial Services
Lafarge North America
Maersk Inc
Nestlé USA, Inc.
Novartis
Oldcastle, Inc.
Panasonic Corp. of North America
Philips Electronics North America
Randstad
Reed Elsevier
Rolls-Royce North America Inc.
Saint-Gobain
sanofi-aventis
SAP America
Shell Oil Company
Siemens

Smith & Nephew, Inc.
Sodexo
Square D
Sumitomo Corp. of America
Syngenta Corporation
Tata Group
Teva Pharmaceuticals USA
Thales USA
Thomson Reuters
ThyssenKrupp Elevator Corporation
T-Mobile USA
TOTAL Holdings USA
Tyco International
Unilever
Voith Holdings, Inc.
Volkswagen Group of America
Volvo Group North America
Westfield LLC
Wolters Kluwer
WPP Group USA
XL Global Services
Zurich North America

Source: Organization for International Investment

International was relatively unheralded, which
didn’t mind a quiet arrival at its new home in
the United States.
The company’s Chinese executives spent
months studying the community before closing
the deal. They were pleased to discover a place
where foreign companies are thriving and welcomed as partners in business and social life.
“We were attracted to Mobile’s international
focus and the continually growing concentration
of aviation-related international companies in
the Mobile area,” said Wu Guangquan, president and CEO of AVIC International.
The deal was completed in April 2011, and the
company is already making plans to expand. The
$186 million deal included Continental’s 400worker manufacturing plant at Brookley, where
it produces aircraft piston engines, and a small
aircraft service facility in nearby Fairhope.

Based in Beijing, AVIC International is a major aerospace player, counting Boeing, Airbus
and Honeywell among its clientele. AVIC International’s seven listed companies took in $6 billion in sales last year.
AVIC officials said the Continental deal gives
them a critical foothold in the United States,
and it’s one they intend to capitalize on it.
“We found great opportunity to invest here in
the purchase of Continental,” Tian Shan, AVIC
International’s vice president of supply chain,
told the Mobile Press-Register. “We have a plan to
provide additional investment based on the international market.”
The deal also could open dramatic trade opportunities in China, where the general aviation
market is exploding. Although China’s population is four times that of the U.S. population,
there are only 900 general aviation aircraft in the
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Foreign subsidiaries in Louisiana
AEGON USA
Air Liquide America
Akzo Nobel
APL Limited
BASF
BOSCH
BP
Bridgestone Americas
Ericsson
Evonik Degussa
GlaxoSmithKline

Hanson North America
Heineken USA
Iberdrola Renewables
John Hancock Financial Services
Lafarge North America
Magna
Nestlé USA, Inc.
Novartis
Oldcastle, Inc.
Randstad
Rolls-Royce North America Inc.

Saint-Gobain
sanofi-aventis
Shell Oil Company
Siemens
Sodexo
Syngenta Corporation
T-Mobile USA
TOTAL Holdings USA
Tyco International
Voith Holdings, Inc.
Zurich North America

Source: Organization for International Investment

country, contrasted with 230,000 such aircraft in
the U.S, according to company officials.
“They want to come in, establish and stabilize
their business with us and then look to develop a
strategy to expand on that,” said Rhett Ross,
Continental’s president. “I can say that, in meeting with management team, they have a number
of ideas that would include expansion into the
broader general aviation sector.”
The AVIC deal helped Mobile land a top spot
in FDi’s 2010 ranking of top cities for foreign
direct investment. The magazine, published by
London’s Financial Times, is aimed at executives
and consultants who might be picking new business locations around the world.
Rankings were compiled using numbers and
judges’ opinion to rate cities on their chances for
attracting foreign investment, economic development and business expansion.
The Mobile Airport Authority’s executive director, Bill Sisson. said that the ranking is proof
that Mobile’s strategy for attracting foreign direct investment is right on track.
“As a port city, we’ve always had an outward
focus on the global economy,” Sisson said.
“None of us should be surprised that we continue to be a player on the international stage.”
The Mobile Press-Register counted 35 foreign
owned companies in Mobile County that employ
nearly 10,000 people, or roughly one in every 15
private-sector workers.

Those numbers are reflected in the number of
travelers who fly internationally from the Mobile
Regional Airport. On average, around 100 passengers depart Mobile daily to overseas destinations. About a fourth of those travel to and from
Germany alone. What is most amazing is that
the Mobile airport has experienced an incredible
41 percent increase in international travel since
the early 2000s, according to Sission.
“There are very few markets in the world that
can boast that kind of international travel
growth,” Sisson said.
Global South Mississippi

Right across the state line in South Mississippi,
at least 18 companies in the three-county area
have ties to foreign shores. Economic developers there are eager to expand that number.
“Foreign direct investment has clearly played a
major role in the economic development of the
Mississippi Gulf Coast region, and I predict that
it will manifest itself in a number of different
ways in the years to come,” said George Freeland, executive director of the Jackson County
Economic Development Foundation.
“Already, foreign investments have served to
expand our traditional industrial sectors in the
form of petrochemical and commercial and defense shipbuilding. I think they will increasingly
impact other emerging sectors such as aerospace
and energy-based projects.”
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Foreign subsidiaries in Mississippi
AEGON USA
Air Liquide America
Akzo Nobel
BAE Systems
BASF
Boehringer Ingelheim
BP
Bridgestone Americas
EADS North America
Ericsson
GDF Suez Energy North America
GlaxoSmithKline
Hanson North America

Heineken USA
Holcim (US) Inc.
Iberdrola Renewables
Lafarge North America
Nestlé USA, Inc.
Novartis
Oldcastle, Inc.
Philips Electronics North America
Randstad
Reed Elsevier
Rexam
Rolls-Royce North America Inc.
SABIC Innovative Plastics

Saint-Gobain
Shell Oil Company
Siemens
Sodexo
Solvay
Sony Corp. of America
Square D
Tata Group
T-Mobile USA
Tyco International
Voith Holdings, Inc.
XL Global Services
Zurich North America

Source: Organization for International Investment

Foreign-owned companies in Mississippi are
involved in a range of sectors, including defense,
aerospace, security, materials and advanced materials, energy and power. Their contribution to
state exports was $10.9 billion in 2011, said the
U.S. Trade Administration.
Rolls-Royce has two operations. The United
Kingdom company tests commercial jet engines
at Stennis Space Center in Hancock County and
makes propellers for Navy ships at Rolls-Royce
Naval Marine in Pascagoula.
QinetiQ North America is the U.S. subsidiary
of QinetiQ, a defense technology and security
company founded in the U.K. as a national defense lab, similar to DARPA. It has an operation
in Long Beach.
Two of the companies, both in Hancock
County, are involved in airborne sensor equipment and operation. One is Selex Galileo,
owned by Finmeccanica, and the other is Optech International, owned by Canada’s Optech.
Three companies have advanced materials operations in Hancock County’s Port Bienville Industrial Park: the former Mississippi Polymer
Technologies, now a part of Belgium’s Solvay
Advanced Polymers; France’s SNF Polychemie;
and Saudi Arabia’s SABIC, once GE Plastics.

Many of the foreign operations in the Gulf
Coast have sites in several states. U.K.-owned
BAE Systems, which has a Navy defense systems operation in Gautier, Miss., also has aerospace activities in Fort Walton Beach, Fla. The
company expanded into Alabama in 2010, paying $352 million to purchase the Atlantic Marine
Inc. shipyard at the Port of Mobile.
Another international firm with cross-state ties
is Singapore Technologies. The company’s U.S.
subsidiary, Vision Technologies Systems, owns
VT Halter Marine of Pascagoula and Moss
Point, and builds ships, including military.
It also owns ST Aerospace Mobile, one of the
country’s largest aircraft maintenance, repair and
overhaul operations. The Singapore-based company employs about 1,500 at its MRO facility at
the Brookley Aeroplex, and has recently won
new contracts converting Boeing 757s to passenger-cargo combinations – work that could help it
expand in Mobile.
Italy’s Finmeccanica owns Selex Sensors &
Airborne Systems Inc., the U.S. business development, marketing and product support arm.
Selex Galileo has an operation in Kiln, Miss.,
and Finmeccanica’s DRS Technologies is in
Okaloosa County, Fla.
▫▫▫

Cross-state ties
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Stennis Space Center • Michoud Assembly Facility • Eglin Air Force Base

NASA artist’s illustration
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Powering up for the future
With the growing interest
in commercial space flight,
NASA’s huge investments in
SSC and Michoud may wind
up attracting partners...

O

n May 22, 2012, a Falcon 9 rocket
carrying a Dragon space capsule
lifted off the pad at Cape Canaveral Air Force Station, Fla., at 3:44
a.m. EDT. The mission itself
was unremarkable: carry cargo
to the International Space Station. But it was historic. On
that day SpaceX became the
first private company to take on
a mission to supply the ISS,
ushering in a new era of space
flight. More flights are planned
by SpaceX and a host of other
SpaceX
companies that hope to tap into
what may be a lucrative new growth industry.
The space race is on again, but this time involves private companies and regions that hope
to get a piece of the action. The field is packed.
AP science writer Seth Borenstein pointed out
that there are more companies looking to make
bucks in orbit than there are major U.S. airlines
still flying.
Eight spaceports have been licensed by the
Federal Aviation Administration, and Alabama
in early 2012 said it might try to establish one,
perhaps on the Gulf Coast. That Alabama is
interested is no surprise. The state for years has

By David Tortorano

Mississippi

Alabama

Florida

Louisiana

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•

Gulf Coast in exclusive club of areas with
NASA centers
Stennis Space Center one of four NASA
facilities that test large rocket engines
Michoud Assembly Facility building
Orion and core for Space Launch System
Stennis Space Center and Michoud have
acreage available to develop
Eglin home to a powerful space
observation radar

been a player in the space industry, thanks to
Huntsville, home of NASA’s Marshall Space
Flight Center and the Army’s missile programs.
In nearby Decatur a United Launch Alliance
plant manufactures, assembles and integrates
Atlas V, Delta II and Delta IV rockets. A spaceport seems logical. Indeed, the state pondered it
years ago, though that early effort fizzled.
Once the purview of nation states, space is a
bold new playing field for private companies.
The Aerospace Industries Association estimates
space to be a $45.14 billion piece of the $217.65
billion aerospace industry in 2012.
Fortunately for the Gulf Coast, it’s already a
player in the wide-open field and part of the ex-
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for development, along with acreage set up by
local developers.
SSC is the most capable of the NASA sites
where rocket engines are tested, the last place in
the country where NASA can test full-scale engines or whole rocket stages 24/7. It will test
engines for NASA’s Space Launch System. Forty
miles away, Michoud has 43 acres under one
roof that includes world-class advanced manufacturing equipment. It’s building some of the
SLS, including the Orion crew vehicle. But both
locations have room to do even more.
NASA and Dixie

It was the underdeveloped South that was the
big winner in the space race.1 Spurred on by
President Kennedy’s challenge to get a man on
the moon before the end of the decade, NASA
launched an ambitious program to establish the
manufacturing, test and launch facilities needed
to beat the Soviets.
The South became the home to key NASA
facilities in part because of the availability of
large tracts of land and interconnected waterNASA photo
ways needed to transport large space vehicles.
Space Shuttle Main Engines that will be used in the
core stage of NASA’s Space Launch System are stored Longer periods of fair weather flying, the same
things that attracted the military, also played a
at Stennis Space Center, Miss.
role. In addition, powerful, senior Southern policlusive club of areas with technology-focused
ticians embraced the space program and recogNASA centers. In addition, the Gulf Coast is
nized the economic benefit it would bring.2
home to an Air Force center that for 40 years
The Huntsville operation was joined by Houshas operated a powerful space surveillance sys- ton, Cape Canaveral, Fla., Bay St. Louis, Miss.,
tem that tracks near and deep space objects.
and New Orleans, and the term “Space CresBut the big question is, how much of the com- cent” was used to describe the arc of centers in
mercial sector can the region attract? It appears the South.
that the Gulf Coast has a leg up on other areas
“Way Station to Space” by Mack R. Herring
because its has two NASA operations, Missispointed out a cover story in the July 20, 1964
sippi’s Stennis Space Center and New Orleans’ issue of U.S. News & World Report that described
Michoud Assembly Facility. Both are offering
the space program as a new industry in the
excess capacity to private companies. And with South worth “billions.” The article said money
space flight costs so high, that could provide a
for facilities was being spent at the rate of “onesavings hard to pass up.
million dollars every two hours.”
In addition, Stennis Space Center (SSC) and
That the South benefited when NASA domiMichoud both have thousands of acres available nated the space program is clear. What is less
Illustration page 28: The Space Launch System is designed to take astronauts deeper into space than ever before.
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clear is how well it will do in an age
when private players may eventually dominate space. Some areas are
already taking steps to ensure they
get a piece of the growing field.

Stennis

Space-industrial complex

It was big news in Florida late
last year when a NASA facility at
Kennedy Space Center that faced
an uncertain future with the end of
the Space Shuttle program got a
new lease on life when Boeing deMichoud
cided to use it to build the company’s CST-100 spacecraft. Space
Florida, an aerospace economic
development agency, took over the
Space Shuttle Main Engine Processing Facility and Processing ConTcp illustration, Google Earth map
trol Center and is leasing it to BoeWith Stennis Space Center and Michoud Assembly Facility less than
ing for 15 years to build its Crew
40 miles apart, economic development officials are looking for ways
Space Transportation spacecraft
to leverage what they call the Stennis-Michoud Aerospace Corridor.
there, and move the program’s headquarters there as well.
ter was seen as an economic boon was the space
A November story in Time magazine likened
the lease to an aristocrat selling off parts of the program’s ties to the aerospace industry. NASA
family estate. But with aerospace workers idled, needed companies to develop systems, whether
Florida officials saw the buildings as a chance to it was a Grumman-built lunar module or Saturn
V rocket with stages built by Boeing, North
attract the commercial space flight industry.
The commercial industry’s growth appears in- American Aviation and Douglas Aircraft. In
many cases they established operations close to
evitable, and it’s not just the number of spaceports that tell the tale. The FAA said 21 percent NASA centers to be near the customer and faof orbital launch attempts in 2011 were commer- cilities it had established.
But in the new age, NASA might wind up becial, earning revenue of $1.9 billion. In addition,
ing simply one customer, and perhaps not even
more than two dozen teams are competing for
the largest. Space flight companies are cropping
Google’s $30 million prize to be the first privately funded team to land a robot on the moon. up in multiple places nationwide, including
The list of companies now pushing into space Washington and Colorado. Still, the South conis impressive. It includes SpaceX, Bigelow Aero- tinues to have some of the most unique capabilities available in the world, and it’s those capabilispace, Virgin Galactic, Orbital Sciences Corp.,
Alliant Techsystems, Boeing Co., Sierra Nevada ties that can be a lure for the new breed.
The industry, whether a huge aerospace comCorp., and Blue Origin.
pany that’s worked in the field for years or one
The commercial interest is understandable.
Companies have been part of the space program of the startups backed by the deep pockets of
from the start. One reason having a NASA cen- billionaires, still needs the same things NASA
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NASA photo

Stennis Space Center, Miss., tests an Aerojet AJ26 rocket engine in September 2011. It will power the first stage of
Orbital Sciences Corp.’s launch vehicle. SSC tests engines for NASA programs and commercial companies.

has built up over 60 years. For some companies
it makes sense to tap into what’s already there.
Patrick Scheuermann, director of Stennis
Space Center, said there are a lot of companies
with great ideas that are in the laboratory or subscale version. Success with those smaller versions will force them to make an investment in
their own back yard or search for a location to
test the larger scale.
“Rather than them duplicating infrastructure
somewhere or putting their capital dollars somewhere, they’re basically using resources that the
taxpayers already paid for once,” Scheuermann
said in an interview late last year.

“I think that is what really distinguishes SSC,”
Roger Simpson, Rocket Propulsion Test Program Manager at SSC, said in a story in the Biloxi, Miss. Sun Herald.
SSC is where some of the most powerful
rocket engines in the world are tested, including
the F-1 engines that launched the massive Saturn
V for the Apollo program. It’s also where all the
Space Shuttle main engines were tested, and has
been tapped to test two engine types for NASA’s
Space Launch System.
Over the years the mission expanded and
other federal agencies set up operations. It now
has more than 30 resident agencies and over
5,000 employees. SSC has hundreds of scientists
and technicians working in fields as varied as
Stennis Space Center
Interstate 10 passes through a heavily wooded propulsion, geospatial technologies and underarea of South Mississippi on its way to New Or- water research.
The largest tenant is the Navy, which operates
leans. A few miles north of Exit 2 is John C.
Stennis Space Center, a 14,000-acre, secure com- its oceanographic research community from SSC
plex surrounded by a 125,000-acre buffer zone. and one of the world’s largest supercomputers.
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It’s also the location of the National Data Buoy
Center and the 500-employee NASA Shared Services Center. SSC also has growing data centers,
geospatial and earth sciences work and activities
of five universities and one community college.
It’s also the location of several university cooperative programs, including the Northern Gulf
Institute and Center of Higher Learning, which
runs a state-of-the-art visualization center.
Stennis Space Center has hundreds of scientists and technicians working in fields as varied
as rocket propulsion, geospatial technologies and
underwater research; universities from two
states; workers for some of the biggest names in
the aerospace industry; one of the world’s largest
supercomputers; one of the largest concentrations of oceanographers in the world; tight security; and room to grow.
The university presence is growing. The University of Southern Mississippi, known for its
advanced materials research at its main campus
in Hattiesburg, Miss., has three buildings at SSC.
Starkville, Miss.-based Mississippi State University, renown for its engineering and aerospace
research, added a 50,000-square-foot building
that will house the Northern Gulf Institute.
It’s also a manufacturing center, where Lockheed Martin builds satellite components for the
A2100 series of satellites and Pratt & Whitney
Rocketdyne assembles RS-68 and J-2X rockets.
SSC is close to three interstates and two commercial and one general aviation airports, and
has access to water and rail transportation.
But it’s the rocket propulsion that is key.
Stennis Space Center is one of just four NASA
facilities that can test large rocket engines. The
Department of Defense also has four rocket
testing sites, and there are a handful of commercial sites as well. Even in this select group, SSC
and its $2 billion in test facilities stand out.
“There’s really not any places in the United
States anymore where the government or commercial companies can come test 24 hours a day,
seven days a week, 365 days a year without hav-

South Mississippi
Aerospace highlights: Site of a major NASA center
testing and assembling rocket engines, satellite
components; produces portions of Global Hawk
and Fire Scout unmanned aerial systems; two areas
approved for flights by unmanned aerial systems;
home to National Guard air combat training
center; center for Air Force electronics and cyber
training.
Counties: Hancock; Harrison; Jackson
Key cities: Gulfport; Biloxi; Pascagoula; Bay St.
Louis
Population (est. 2010): 255,804
Workforce (2008):`129,498
Local economic development:
• Harrison County Development Commission
(228) 896-5020
•
Hancock County Development Commission
(228) 467-9231
• Jackson County Economic Development
Foundation (228) 769-6263
State economic development:
• Mississippi Development Authority (601) 3593449

ing any fear of encroachment on surrounding
communities,” said Scheuermann.
SSC, NASA’s lead center for rocket propulsion
testing, is the nation’s largest rocket engine test
facility. It can test everything from engine components to full-scale engines and rocket stages at
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its vertical firing A-1 and A-2 test stands, the
duel position, vertical-firing B-1/B-2 test stand
and three-stand E complex, which includes
seven separate cells capable of various tests activities. The stands can be used for both acceptance and developmental testing.
The new 300-foot-tall A-3 test stand will let
engineers simulate conditions at altitudes up to
100,000 feet. SSC will be the only facility in the
country capable of testing J-2X engines fully in
simulated high-altitude conditions.
SSC tests two engines that will be used in
NASA’s Space Launch System: the J-2X, which
will power the upper stage, and at some point
the lower stage’s RS-25, which was the main engine in the Space Shuttle program.
But SSC is also involved in commercial test
programs. The Rocketdyne RS-68 is tested on
the B-1/B-2 stand for United Launch Alliance’s
Delta IV, and the Aerojet AJ26 is tested for Orbital Science Corp. on the E-1 Stand. Blue Origin’s BE-3 engine thrust chamber assembly, the
engine’s combustion chamber and nozzle, is also
tested on the E-1 Test Stand.
The newest carrot

For the E-4 stand, SSC is looking for a company interested in partnering with NASA or leasing the site originally designed to test propulsion
systems for a now-defunct program. E-4 has
concrete-walled test cells and hard stand, a highbay work area with a bridge crane and adjacent
work area, control room space and personnel
offices, as well as road and barge canal access.
Although the work on E-4 was never finished,
NASA envisions it could be expanded to include
Ram Air test capability up to Mach 0.8 to support the testing of power packs and engine systems up to 500,000 lbf thrust.
“This is a great opportunity for a commercial
company to explore partnership possibilities
with NASA,” said John Stealey, Engineering and
Test Directorate Associate Director. “The test
facilities at Stennis are among the finest in the

Southeast Louisiana
Aerospace highlights: Home to NASA’s Michoud
Assembly Facility and the University of New
Orleans’ National Center for Advanced
Manufacturing and National Biodynamics
Laboratory
Key cities: New Orleans; Algiers; Slidell; Carrollton;
Covington; Mandeville; Gentilly
Parishes: St. Tammany; Orleans
Population: 602,750
Workforce: 218,381
Local economic development:
• Greater New Orleans Inc. (504) 527-6900
• New Orleans Chamber of Commerce (504) 799
-4260
• St. Tammany Economic Development
Foundation (985) 809-7874
State economic development:
• Louisiana Economic Development (225) 3423000
Note: The population of the seven-parish New
Orleans-Metairie MSA is 1,209,128 and the
workforce is 460,421

nation, and the federal city shared-cost concept
at the site allows a company to make the best use
of its resources while accomplishing its mission.”
Priority will be given to users that support
space exploration for the government or those
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involved in commercial space launch or commercial space user missions. What company
might reach for that carrot is unclear, but there
are plenty of players.
Over the past five to eight years startups have
come to the table in a bid to get their own commercial vehicles in space. They are new companies but the group is relatively small, perhaps a
half-dozen, said Brock.
Some of the private companies have their own
test facilities, and some of the tests for smaller
engines are relatively easy to build. But the infrastructure to do more complicated tests on some
of the subsystems can be expensive, requiring a
lot of high pressure and unique fluid controls.
“Typically, that’s a large investment,” Brock
said. Many companies would rather put their
money on the hardware rather than the test facilities.
Michoud Assembly Facility

Less than 40 miles from Stennis Space Center
in New Orleans East is the massive Michoud
Assembly Facility, one of the world’s largest
manufacturing facilities with 43 acres under one
roof. Originally established in 1940 to built plywood cargo planes and landing craft for the military, it became part of NASA in 1961 because
the agency needed a plant that could manufacture large aerospace structures, and ship them
out aboard barges.
A component of Marshall Space Flight Center
in Huntsville, MAF is one of the few manufacturing facilities owned by NASA. It’s traditionally been one of the largest employers in Louisiana, but the numbers have dropped with the end
of the Space Shuttle program.
MAF sits on an 832-acre site and has a port
with deepwater access. Manufacturing capabilities include 2.2 million square feet of manufacturing space with high bay areas, full complement of plant equipment, tooling and skills.
Testing capabilities, component and full scale,
include hydrostatic and structural load testing.

NASA rocket test facilities
•

•

•

•

John H. Glenn Research Center’s Plum
Brook Station, 6,400 acres (10 square
miles), Sandusky, Ohio
Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center’s White
Sands Test Facility, 60,160 acres (94
square miles), Las Cruces, N.M.*
George C. Marshall Space Flight Center,
1,800 acres (2.8 square miles), Huntsville,
Ala.**
John C. Stennis Space Center, 13,542
acres (21.1 square miles), Bay St. Louis,
Miss.***138,542 acres (216.4 square
miles), Bay St. Louis, Miss.***

*WSTF is within the 2,560,000-acre (4,000 square
miles) White Sands Missile Range (U.S. Army)
**MSFC is within the 5,056-acre (7.9 square miles)
Redstone Arsenal (U.S. Army)
***SSC is surrounded by a 125,000-acre (195.3 square
miles) acoustical buffer zone (NASA)

Michoud was used to make the first stage of
the massive Saturn V rockets, and later built all
the external fuel tanks for the Space Shuttle program. That work ended in 2010 with the end of
the Space Shuttle program.
Before the shuttle program ended, NASA
chose MAF as the site where the next generation
of space vehicles for the Constellation program
would be built. Constellation envisioned returning astronauts to space and establishing permanent outposts on alien worlds. The plan was to
give MAF a multifaceted mission: manufacturer
of the upper stage of the Ares I launch vehicle,
components of the Orion crew vehicle and
stages of the heavy lift Ares V launch vehicle.
When the Constellation program was killed
and work shifted to commercial companies,
NASA replaced Constellation with a program to
build a heavy-launch system and crew vehicle to
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NASA photo

The Orion test article built at Michoud Assembly Facility, New Orleans, after its arrival at Kennedy Space Center,
Fla. Michoud is also building the core section of the Space Launch System.

take astronauts to deep space. Michoud was chosen to assemble portions of the Space Launch
System, as well as the Orion crew capsule.
Even before Constellation was killed, MAF
had excess space and was working on a business
model that involved attracting other public and
private entities, as Stennis Space Center did years
earlier. MAF already has several federal agencies,
including the Department of Agriculture’s National Finance Center, the Defense Department’s Contract audit agency and Defense Contract Management Agency and the U.S. Coast
Guard Integrated Support Command.
Michoud’s big push now is for advanced
manufacturing businesses, aerospace or other-

wise. It has more than a million square feet of
space in a self-contained facility equipped with
established infrastructure and services. Louisiana’s low-cost manufacturing environment, regional transportation network and experienced
regional workforce add to the site’s attributes.
One of Michoud’s key assets is the National
Center for Advanced Manufacturing, a partnership dating to 1999 that involves NASA, the
state, academia and industries. Louisiana committed $20 million through the University of
New Orleans on key pieces of equipment, including welding machines, and refurbishing the
facility. The state is moving to put NCAM under
the authority of Louisiana State University.
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Mega park region

In the early 1960s when work was
under way on the propulsion test
center, NASA visionaries pictured a
Site C-6
planned community for the thousands of workers and aerospacerelated businesses expected to be
drawn to the new facility. The visionEglin AFB
aries were from Marshall Space
Flight Center in Huntsville, Ala., and
they knew what could happen
around a NASA technology center.
“You have to throw the book away
when you are planning your future,”
Werner von Braun told a Mississippi
audience at one gathering while the
testing facility was being built. “Look
to Huntsville for an example. Its
growth far exceeded anything anyone
Tcp illustration, Google Earth map
would dare predict."3
Site C-6 is in the eastern portion of Eglin Air Force Base, about 35
The planned community never
miles to the east of the main gate.
moved forward in South Mississippi,
and Huntsville continued to grow
and today has one of the nation’s highest per
The similarly named, privately owned Stennis
capita incomes.
Technology Park, near Stennis International AirNow years later, some pieces are beginning to port, is 100 acres but has another 900 to defall into place. Stennis Space Center in 2010
velop. And Hancock County Development
identified 3,900 acres along existing roadways
Commission has 1,100 acres to the north and
with existing utilities as prime locations for aero- east of Stennis Space Center.
space companies. Called the Stennis Space CenOver in Louisiana at Michoud Assembly Facilter Technology Park, the site already has Lock- ity, one of the little-publicized ideas is NASA’s
heed Martin Space and Technology Center,
interest in using the under-utilized acreage
which builds satellite components, Pratt & Whit- around MAF for an advanced manufacturing
ney Rocketdyne, which assembles RS-68 and J- research park. As far back as 2008 the former
2X rockets, and Rolls-Royce North America,
transition chief first mentioned the idea, saying
which tests commercial jet engines.
the acreage could form the nucleus of something
How does 3,900-acres stack up? For compari- along the lines of Cummings. The agency said as
son purposes, Cummings Research Park in
recently as 2010 that it’s still interested.
Huntsville, Ala., is the second largest in the naAll of this has some wondering if it’s possible
tion and fourth largest in the world with 3,843
that the Stennis-Michoud corridor could eventuacres, and its packed with aerospace companies. ally turn into a mega park through linking the
SSC also has additional acreage that could be separate parks in the region. A group of officials
put on the table in the future. In addition, just
from Mississippi and Louisiana a few years ago
outside SSC there are other efforts to provide
formed a group to push for the development of
acreage to aerospace and technology companies. the corridor.
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U.S. Air Force photo

AN/FPS-85 Phased Array Radar at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., looks for objects in near and deep space.

Air Force activities

The U.S. Air Force has been keeping its eye on
space for the past 40 years from a remote location in the eastern portion of the Eglin Air Force
Base complex. Some 35 miles east of the main
gate is an area called Site C-6, home to one of
the most powerful phased array radar systems in
the world. The site has a 13-story structure with
250,000 square feet of floor space and keeps an
eye on man-made objects in near and deep space
around the clock.
The 20th Space Control Squadron tracks more
than 16,000 near-Earth and deep-space objects.
The squadron is under the 21st Space Wing, Peterson Air Force Base, Colo.
The 20th operates the AN/FPS-85 Phased
Array Radar, the only phased array radar dedicated to tracking near-Earth and deep-space objects. It’s one of 29 sensors that comprise the
global Space Surveillance Network (SSN).

It collects more than 16 million observations
each year, 30 percent of the SSN's workload.
Phased array allows near simultaneous tracking
of multiple targets in the area of coverage. The
AN/FPS-85 can detect, track and identify up to
200 satellites. It can track an object the size of a
basketball at a distance of more than 22,000 nm.
Construction of the radar began in October
1962 and space operations began in February
1969. For a while the radar’s mission moved to
the more immediate concern of tracking submarine launched ballistic missiles. Keeping an eye
on space became a secondary mission. But it returned to its original mission in 1987, and became deep-space capable in 1988.
The future

That this region will continue to participate in
space ventures is very clear. Few places in the
world can match the propulsion testing capabilities of Stennis Space Center, which now includes
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engines for commercial aircraft. GE Aviation’s
decision to build an engine parts plant in Hattiesburg, its second in Mississippi, along with a
plant in Auburn, Ala., adds to the propulsion
mix in the region.
Michoud Assembly Facility is a unique facility
with so many acres under one roof. Thought the
Constellation program was killed, Orion continued as the new deep space crew vehicle and it
will be built at MAF, along with the core stage of
the Space Launch System using friction-stir
welders and probably made of aluminum lithium. It will also be involved in building the upper stage, instrument ring and integrating engines with core and upper stages.

▫▫▫
1

Mack R. Herring, “Way Station to Space,” Chapter 1, Decision for

Mississippi, citing Loyd Swenson Jr., “The Fertile Crescent: The South’s
Role in the National Space Program,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly
71 (January 1968), pp. 382-87; Edward R. Ling Sr., “The Space Crescent:
The Untold Story,” (Huntsville, Ala.; The Strode Publishers, 1984), p. 24.
2

Herring, citing Swenson, p. 388

3

Herring, Chapter 4, Temples in the Swamp, citing an Oct. 3, 1963

article, “Dr. von Braun Raises Colores,” in Picayune Item.

Aerospace parks
Site name

Location

Acres

Bay St. Louis, MS

3,900

Mobile Regional Airport

Mobile, AL

3,000

Brookley Aeroplex

Mobile, AL

1,650

Kiln, MS

1,000

New Orleans, LA

832

Stennis International Airport/Airpark

Kiln, MS

600/100

UNO Research and Technology Park Slidell

Slidell, LA

400

Fort Walton Beach, FL

360

Crestview, FL

360

Ocean Springs, MS

350

Moss Point, MS

300

Whiting Aviation Park

Milton, FL

260

University of South Alabama Research and Technology Park

Mobile, AL

160

Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport - Gen Aviation Office

Gulfport, MS

120

Emerald Coast Technology and Research Park

Shalimar, FL

118

New Orleans, LA

56

Stennis Space Center Technology Park

Stennis Technology Park
Michoud Assembly Facility

City of Fort Walton Beach Commerce and Technology Park
Okaloosa County Industrial Airpark
Sunplex Light Industrial Park
Jackson County Aviation Technology Park

University of New Orleans Research and Technology Park
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III: RDT&E/applied technology
John C. Stennis Space Center • University of Southern Mississippi
Institute for Human and Machine Cognition • Tyndall Air Force Base
Eglin Air Force Base • Joint Airborne Lidar Bathymetry Center of Expertise
University of New Orleans Research and Technology Park

Institute for Human and Machine Cognition photo
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R&D big business in region
Aerial weapons, advanced
materials, remote sensing
and propulsion systems are
just some of the fields where
the region is an innovator...

Mississippi

Alabama

Aerospace R&D
Florida

Louisiana

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

T

he explosion of the M114 armored
personnel carrier on the test range at
Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., in May
was a lot like any other. Certainly not
as spectacular as the blast in 2003 when the test
of a massive penetrator
sent a mushroom cloud
in the sky visible for
miles. But this test of the
Advanced Precision Kill
Weapon System showed
it could engage and peneU.S. Air Force
trate complex targets at
close range. The test was another step to bringing a new capability to warfighters.
Eglin Air Force Base in Northwest Florida is a
major player in the nation’s R&D effort. Its
R&D expenditures in 2012 will be $746.6 million, bringing the five-year total $3.4 billion.
To put that in perspective, in FY 2010 Eglin
spent $712.2 million on R&D. Just 17 universities in the United States1 and eight of 39 federally funded research centers2 spent more than
Eglin on R&D that year.
While the numbers for Eglin are impressive,
it’s not the only place along the Interstate 10
corridor involved in research, development, test
and evaluation. NASA’s Stennis Space Center in

By David Tortorano

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•

Aerospace-related research accounts for
most of the Gulf Coast region’s R&D
Eglin AFB alone will spend $746 million
on R&D in FY 2012
R&D is a $400 billion enterprise deemed
an essential path to prosperity
University research performed in all
urban areas across the Gulf Coast region
Computational science and marine
science R&D also big in region

Mississippi does cutting edge work with propulsion systems and remote sensing, and the University of Southern Mississippi is known internationally for its work with high-performance
materials, much of it of interest to the aerospace
industry. RDT&E into artificial intelligence and
human-machine interaction is also done in the
Gulf Coast region in Pensacola, Fla.
And that’s significant. R&D is a $400 billion
enterprise in the United States and $1.3 trillion
globally, according to National Science Foundation’s “Science and Engineering Indicators 2012.” Investing in science and engineering is considered
an essential pathway to the nation’s future prosperity.3 Research is key to innovation and can
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Courtesy photo from Eglin Air Force Base

A 40-pound explosive detonates a 60-pound metal cylinder during an airblast test by the High Explosives Research
and Development facility at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla. The HERD is the only Air Force facility that develops explosives.

spur economic growth. It attracts high-tech
companies and spawns home-grown companies,
all elements of sustainable growth.
For the Gulf Coast, the research done by federal, university and commercial operations is
one of the lesser told stories, but its importance
is hard to overstate. The Gulf Coast has 19 federal and university or state organizations involved in aerospace-related research.
Expertise ranges from engineering/design to
human factors, warhead technologies to guidance technologies, and from power systems to
remote sensing – and everything in between.
There’s enough going on that in 2010 a group
of patent attorneys and intellection property
managers in the region formrf the Gulf Coast
Patent Association, in part so innovators from
the Gulf Coast region won’t have to go elsewhere to find the tools they need to take ideas

to the marketplace. It formed in the Mississippi
and Louisiana coastal region, but has been expanding by holding meetings across the region.
Aerial weapons

The largest RDT&E operation in the region is
in Florida at Eglin Air Force Base, and the activity for which it’s best-known is the development
of aerial weapons. It requires a wide range of
expertise, including aerospace engineering, aerospace guidance, computational arts and programming, ordnance technologies, including
fuze, laser and fiber options, imaging and signal
processing, command and control and systems
integration, just to name a few.
Eglin is home to the Air Armament Center,
the Air Force Research Laboratory/Munitions
Directorate and the joint Air Force and Navy
Armament Directorate. They are responsible for

Photo page 40: IHMC is working with NASA to create algorithms to let robots walk on uneven surfaces.
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the development and management of a host of
aerial weapons, from small diameter bombs and
sensor fuzed weapon to the world’s largest conventional bomb, the Massive Ordnance Air
Blast Bomb.
The Air Armament Center, which is scheduled
to be replaced at Eglin by a directorate under
current reorganization plans, is the focal point
for all Air Force armaments, including research,
development, acquisition, testing, deployment
and sustainment. It plans, directs and conducts
test and evaluation of U.S. and allied air arma-

ment and countermeasures, navigation/
guidance systems and command and control
systems. Private-sector entities use AAC facilities to test/evaluate advanced systems, from
modeling in the lab to using open air ranges.4
The Air Force Research Laboratory/
Munitions Directorate is one of nine directorates under the Air Force Research Laboratory
system. It uses cutting-edge science for airlaunched munitions to attack fixed, mobile/
relocatable, air and space targets. The directorate conducts basic research, exploratory devel-

Test and evaluation squadrons
Two squadrons at Eglin Air Force Base and one at
Tyndall Air Force Base near Panama City are responsible for much of the aerial system testing.
The 46th Test Wing is the test and evaluation center
for Air Force air-delivered weapons, navigation and
guidance systems, command and control systems and
Air Force Special Operations Command systems.
The 46th wing uses the Eglin Gulf Test Range, which
provides about 130,000 square miles of overwater air
space. The land range covers 734 square miles and
contains 51 test and training areas, including an apCourtesy photo from Eglin Air Force Base
proved depleted uranium test range and the only quali- Image of an F-15 with a 3-D laser scanner used for
fied air-to-ground supersonic range east of the Missisaircraft/weapon compatibility analysis.
sippi.
Eglin’s 53rd wing is responsible for operational testing
and evaluation of new electronic warfare, armament and avionics, chemical defense, reconnaissance and
aircrew training equipment and systems proposed for use by combat air forces. Current wing initiatives include advanced self-protection systems for combat aircraft, aircrew life support systems, aerial reconnaissance improvements, new armament and weapons delivery systems, and improved maintenance equipment
and logistics support. In addition to the operations at Eglin, the wing has operations at 20 locations in the
United States.
The 53rd Weapons Evaluation Group is an Air Combat Command tenant organization that reports to the
53rd Wing, Eglin Air Force Base, Fla. The WEG is comprised of five squadrons and two detachments: the 53rd
Test Support Squadron; the 81st Range Control Squadron; the 82nd Aerial Targets Squadron; the 83rd Fighter
Weapons Squadron, located at Tyndall; the 86th Fighter Weapons Squadron, located at Eglin AFB; Detatchment 1, 82nd ATRS, located at Holloman AFB, N.M.; and Detachment 1, 86 FWS, located at Hill AFB, Utah. The
group conducts the Air Force's air-to-air Weapon System Evaluation Program, known as Combat Archer, and
the Air Force's air-to-ground Weapon System Evaluation Program, known as Combat Hammer. It also supports Weapons Instructor Course air-to-air formal training syllabi. Unit personnel provide all Air Force aerial
target support for DOD users in the Gulf Ranges and full-scale targets for Title 10 testing at White Sands Missile Range, Holloman AFB, N.M. The group also plans, manages and executes the U.S. Air Force Air-to-Air
Weapons Meet, William Tell.
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The UF Research and Engineering Education
Facility (REEF) was created in 1969 to provide
engineering research and education in support
The Navy Department of Defense Supercomputof Eglin and the surrounding technology coming Resource Center at Stennis Space Center, Miss.,
munity. It offers advanced degree programs and
already one of the most powerful supercomputer
courses in mechanical, aerospace, electrical,
centers in DoD, will add three supercomputers in
2012, more than tripling its computing power and
computer, industrial and systems engineering.
placing it again among the top 100 of the world’s
To cope with any shortfalls of the scientific
supercomputers.
and technical workforce, REEF and the Air
The SSC operation, which will be operational in
Force Research Laboratory/Munitions Direcits more powerful mode in the fall, is one of just
torate developed the Research Institute on
five DoD supercomputer centers operated by the
Autonomous Precision Guided Systems
Navy, Army and Air Force. The five centers are
(RIAPGS). REEF acts as a provider of suppleused by scientists and researchers to design new
mentary scientific manpower to reinforce
aircraft, ships and military equipment; model and
AFRL’s work on airborne weapon systems.
simulate weather and ocean conditions; and for a
wide range of other DoD mission-related science
Short-term appointments permit a constant flux
and engineering research.
of new people and new ideas.
The new supercomputers will give the center a
Four universities, UF, Georgia Tech, Univercapacity of nearly 800 trillion floating point operasity of Illinois Champaign and Purdue Univertions per second or the capability to conduct 800
sity formed a research consortium called the
trillion arithmetic calculations per second.
Florida Institute for Research into Energetics
(FIRE). The institute utilizes the REEF facilities
opment, and advanced development and dem- and labs at the AFRL/Munitions Directorate to
onstrations. It also participates in programs fo- investigate a variety of topics related to enercused on technology transfer, dual-use technol- getic materials and high explosives. Research
ogy and small business development.5
topics include ways to better predict explosives
The Armament Directorate at Eglin is a joint performance and methods to synthesize new
Air Force/Navy organization responsible for
materials, including nano technologies.
Another research consortium in Shalimar, this
cradle-to-grave management of air dominance
weapons programs. It designs, develops, proone with an international flavor, is the International Center for Applied Computational Meduces, fields, and sustains a family of air-toground and air-to-air munitions.
chanics. It includes UF, University of Michigan,
These multibillion-dollar systems include the Institut National Polytechnique de Grenoble,
Joint Direct Attack Munition, Joint Air-toUniversité de Lille, Université Paris XIII and
Surface Standoff Missile, Small Diameter Bomb, Université de Savoie.
Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air Missile ,
The consortium is focusing on bridging scales
in computation: from microstructure to macroMiniature Air Launched Decoy and a host of
other specialized programs.6
scale properties of heterogeneous materials,
computational methods for solving multi-scales
problems in metallic and geologic materials, and
University/international partners
Just outside Eglin in Shalimar, the University continuum and discrete modeling. Research
of Florida has several engineering activities that fields include theory and modeling of heterogework with the Air Force. Two of the organiza- neous, metallic and geologic materials, especially
a very high strain rates.7
tions are consortia.

The Supercomputer
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Aerospace RDT&E
Site name
Air Armament Center, Eglin AFB, FL
AF Research Laboratory/Materials and Manufacturing Directorate, Tyndall AFB, FL
AF Research Laboratory/Munitions Directorate, Eglin AFB, FL
Applied Science and Technology Project Office, Stennis Space Cntr, MS
Armament Directorate, Eglin AFB, FL
Center of Higher Learning and University Research, Stennis Space Cntr, MS

Fields
aerial weapons
materials/manufacturing
munitions
geospatial technologies
munitions
computational science

Engineering and Test Directorate, Stennis Space Cntr, MS

propulsion systems

53rd Wing, Eglin AFB, FL

test and evaluation

Florida Institute for Research into Energetics, Shalimar, FL
46th Test Wing, Eglin AFB, FL

high explosives
test and evaluation

Institute for Human and Machine Cognition (IHMC), Pensacola, FL

robotics/cognition/AI

International Center for Applied Computational Mechanics, Shalimar, FL

computation

Joint Airborne Lidar Bathymetry Technical Center of Expertise, Kiln, MS

remote sensing

Michoud Assembly Facility, New Orleans, LA

space structures mfg

National Biodynamics Laboratory, New Orleans, LA

human/machine factors

National Center for Advanced Manufacturing, New Orleans, LA

advanced manufacturing

Research Institute on Autonomous Precision Guided Systems, Shalimar, FL
Rocket Propulsion Test Program Office, Stennis Space Center, MS
University of Florida Research and Engineering Education Facility, Shalimar, FL

guided aerial weapons
propulsion systems
aero engineering

the next generation of propulsion systems. The
newly built A-3 test stand at Stennis Space CenMississippi is the home of NASA’s John C.
ter will be able to simulate altitudes of up to
Stennis Space Center, a multi-tenant facility
most strongly associated with rocket engine test- 100,000 feet.
Also at Stennis is the Rocket Propulsion Test
ing. The SSC Engineering and Test Directorate
has overall responsibility for the oversight and Program Office, NASA’s authority for rocket
propulsion assignments and management of the
safe operation of one-of-a-kind national test
8
rocket propulsion test budget line item. The
facilities at SSC, America’s largest.
mission of the program is to manage NASA’s
Facilities include the A, B, and E test complexes for rocket propulsion testing that ranges four rocket propulsion test asset sites, activities
from component to engine and stage levels. Pri- and resources, to advance test technologies and
mary initiatives include testing and evaluation of reduce propulsion test costs.
Propulsion
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The Applied Science and Technology Project
Office, under the Project Directorate and the
Center Operations Directorate, focuses on earth
sciences and remote sensing. It created the Gulf
of Mexico Initiative in 2007 to enhance the region’s ability to recover from the hurricanes of
2005 and to address coastal management events
of the future.
It uses NASA’s satellites and their array of
sensors to address regional priorities defined by
the Gulf of Mexico Alliance, a partnership of
Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, Texas
and 13 federal agencies. The goal is to increase
regional collaboration to enhance the ecological
and economic health of the Gulf of Mexico.
The office manages the Gulf of Mexico Initiative for NASA’s Applied Sciences Program. The
mission is to transfer results of research projects
from the lab to the public.9
The Center of Higher Learning and University
Research is a consortium at SSC that focuses on
remote sensing and geographic information systems, high performance computing and visualization and scientific computing. Members are
the University of Southern Mississippi, MissisNASA photo sippi State University, University of New OrWorkers at the National Center for Advanced Manufac- leans and Pearl River Community College.
turing at Michoud Assembly Facility in New Orleans
CHL conducts research and provides techniprepare to do welding on the crew module aft dome ring
cal
training and higher educational for SSC
of the Orion Ground Test Article.
workers. It has a GIS and Remote Sensing
Laboratory, High Performance Visualization
Center and High Performance Computing and
Algorithms Laboratory.
Geospatial
Mississippi State University Engineering ReThe Gulf Coast region has substantial activisearch
Center – GeoResources Institute inties in remote sensing and geospatial applications, the tools that provide the eyes and ears of cludes the Remote Sensing Technologies Cenaircraft, notably for the vehicles in the growing ter, Mississippi’s Water Resources Research Institute, the Computational Geospatial Technolofield of unmanned aerial systems.
SSC is home to the Applied Science and Tech- gies Center and the Visualization, Analysis and
Imaging laboratory. It works with government,
nology Project Office, which uses NASA’s
commercial, and public interests to research,
Earth science assets to focus on the health of
the Gulf of Mexico and coastal areas. NASA’s develop, and validate computational geospatial
Earth science work over the years has attracted information products. It also helps apply those
products to terrestrial, hydrologic, oceanic, and
scores of remote sensing companies, most in
atmospheric processes.
the business of finding new applications.
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The geospatial work at Stennis Space Center
prompted the federal government to establish
the Joint Airborne Lidar Bathymetry Technical
Center of Expertise at Stennis International Airport in Kiln, Miss., near the edge of the Stennis
Space Center buffer zone. The Army Corps of
Engineers, Naval Oceanographic Office and
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration are members.
JALBTCX conducts surveying using airborne
lidar bathymetry and related technologies. It
performs operations and R&D to support the
U.S. coastal mapping and charting requirements
of the Army Corps of Engineers, Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command and the
NOAA. Staff includes engineers, scientists, hydrographers and technicians from the USACE
Mobile (Ala.) District and ERDC in Vicksburg,
Miss, NAVOCEANO and NOAA National
Geodetic Survey.
JALBTCX works with multiple federal agencies as well as the University of Southern Mississippi, Ohio State University, University of Florida, University of New Hampshire and Duke
University. Equipment includes Compact Hydrographic Airborne Rapid Total Survey
(CHARTS) system and industry-based coastal
mapping and charting systems.
Advanced materials/manufacturing

One of the best-known research activities in
the Gulf Coast region is the advanced materials
research of the University of Southern Mississippi at its Hattiesburg campus. It’s home to the
Institute of Surface Coatings, Mississippi Polymer Institute, Polymer Science Research Center,
and Response-Driven Polymeric Films Center.
At Tyndall Air Force Base near Panama City,
Fla., is an operation of the Air Force Research
Laboratory/Materials Directorate. The Materials
Directorate, based at Wright-Patterson Air
Force Base in Dayton, Ohio, is part of the Air
Force Research Laboratory. The directorate has
an operating location at Tyndall Air Force Base.
The directorate develops materials, processes,

GE Aviation illustration

An artist’s drawing of the GE Aviation engine parts
plant in Ellisville, near Hattiesburg, Miss. The company has worked closely with the composite experts at
the University of Southern Mississippi.

and advanced manufacturing technologies for
use in aircraft, spacecraft, missiles, rockets, and
ground-based systems. The directorate is organized into seven divisions (Nonmetallic Materials;
Metals, Ceramics, & NDI; Manufacturing Technology; Survivability & Sensor Materials; Airbase & Environmental Technology; Systems
Support; and Integration & Operations).
Directorate personnel also develop improved
or new environmental and air base infrastructure technologies, as well as provide support to
help solve materials-related issues on new or
operational aircraft.
In New Orleans, the National Center for Advanced Manufacturing, currently operated by
the University of New Orleans, is located in
NASA’s Michoud Assembly Facility. NCAM
was initiated in 1999 through a memorandum of
understanding with Louisiana, UNO, the UNO
Research and Technology Foundation and
NASA’s George C. Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville, Ala.
NCAM promotes the use of advanced manufacturing technologies and research for industrial applications. The mission of NCAM is to
assure world class manufacturing capabilities
enabling space transportation systems; create
federal, state, university and industry manufacturing partnerships; effect a cultural change in
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Technology transfer
Site name

Location

Center for Energy Resource Management

New Orleans, LA

Louisiana Technology Transfer Office, Louisiana Business & Technology Center

Stennis Space Center, MS

LSU Health Sciences Center – New Orleans, Office of Technology Development

New Orleans, LA

Mississippi Enterprise for Technology

Stennis Space Center, MS

MS-FAST Program Office

Stennis Space Center, MS

NASA Innovative Partnership Program

Stennis Space Center, MS

Noetic Technologies

Hattiesburg, MS

Tulane Office of Technology Transfer and Business Development

New Orleans, LA

UNO Office of Intellectual Property Management and Commercialization

New Orleans, LA

University of South Alabama Office of Technology Transfer

manufacturing to an intelligent-collaborative environment; enhance educational development
for manufacturing; and strengthen U.S. competitiveness in aerospace commercial markets.
NCAM's current research technologies encompass advanced composite manufacturing, intelligent manufacturing, composite microcracking/
permeability, damage tolerance and field repair,
compatibility with cryogenics and nondestructive evaluation.
Facilities and equipment include a friction stir
welding machine, Advanced Fiber Placement
Machine #1, Advanced Fiber Placement Machine #2, Non-Destructive Evaluation System,
Gantry Machining Center, and Autoclave.
The Air Force Research Laboratory/Materials
and Manufacturing Directorate at WrightPatterson Air Force Base in Ohio and Tyndall
Air Force Base near Panama City, Fla., develops
materials, processes, and advanced manufacturing technologies for aircraft, spacecraft, missiles,
rockets, and ground-based systems and their
structural, electronic and optical components.
The directorate also provides support to Air
Force weapon system acquisition offices and

Mobile, AL

maintenance depots to solve materials related
concerns and problems. The Airbase and Environmental Technologies Division at Tyndall is
the Air Force's lead organization for environmental research and development, developing
technologies, processes, and models to assess
and manage environmental risks associated with
Air Force operations, including and weapons
systems development.
Researchers at the Airbase Technologies Division’s Robotics Research Team at Tyndall received a request from the Air Education and
Training Command and the Air Force Petroleum Agency to develop an automated system to
refuel aircraft while on the ground.
The team developed a robotic refueling system
that promised to change the way the United
States military services aircraft. The prototype
device connects a single-point refueling nozzle
to a mock-up based on the F-35 Joint Strike
Fighter. Modifications would allow it to service
many other aircraft, including unmanned aerial
vehicles. The system is an alternative to manual
refueling, reducing the number of people needed
near each aircraft during “hot-pit refueling,”
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Business incubators
Site name

Location

Phone

Mobile, Ala.

251-660-7002

Robertsdale, Ala.

251-947-2445

Pensacola, Fla.

850-607-8060

Biloxi, Miss.

228-392-9741

Avondale, La.

504-833-1881

Mississippi Enterprise for Technology

Bay St. Louis, Miss

228-688-3144

New Orleans BioInnovation Center

New Orleans, La.

504-680-2973

UNO Research and Technology Park, Innovation Center

New Orleans, La.

Business Innovation Center
Baldwin County Business Incubator
Center for Innovation and Entrepreneurship
Innovation Center
Jefferson Parish EDC, Business Innovation Center

Emerald Coast Technology and Research Center

Shalimar, Fla.

IHMC Tech Campus, Pensacola Technology Park

Pensacola, Fla.

850-362-6467

The research makes use of such devices as acwhere one or more of the engines are operating,
celeration sleds, a ship-motion simulator, vibraimproving safety and efficiency.
tion equipment and desensitization devices, in
conjunction with comprehensive data acquisition
Human centered computing
systems.
In Pensacola, Fla., the Florida Institute for
Human and Machine Cognition in downtown
▫▫▫
Pensacola does a large amount of basic and applied research for DoD, NASA, and other fed1 “With Help from ARRA, Universities Report $61 Billion in FY 2010
eral research agencies and a wide range of priTotal
R&D; New Details From Redesigned Survey.” National Science
vate partners and collaborators.
Foundation (NSF 12-313). March 2012.
IHMC focuses on human centered computing
2
in the context of creating computational systems “ARRA Funding Raises R&D Expenditures Within Federally Funded
R&D Centers 11% to $16.8 Billion in FY 2010.” National Science Founthat leverage and extend human capabilities.
dation (NSF 12-315) March 2012.
Such systems can be thought of as cognitive or- 3 “Empowering the Nation Through Discovery and Innovation.” Nathoses, just as eyeglasses are an ocular ortional Science Foundation. April 2011.
4 Air Force Fact Sheet. Air Armament Center. 96th Air Base Wing. Octothoses.10
At Michoud Assembly Facility in New Orleans ber 2010.
5 Air Force Fact Sheet. Air Force Research Laboratory/Munitions Direcis the National Biodynamics Laboratory, operated by the University of New Orleans. It con- torate. 96th Air Base Wing. January 2007
6 Air Force Fact Sheet. Armament Directorate. Team Eglin. September
ducts biodynamics and human factors research
2010.
to enhance performance and prevent injury to
7 University of Florida Research and Engineering Education Facility Web
human beings when they are exposed to external site.
forces, motions, and accelerations such as those 8 Stennis Space Center Web site.
encountered in aircraft, ships, automobiles, off- 9 Ibid.
shore oil structures and other moving platforms 10 Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition Web site.
imposing stress on humans.
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Northrop Grumman photo
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The age of the robots
The Gulf Coast has a foot
in the door of the high
growth field of robotics,
which promises to change
the way we live and work...

Mississippi

Alabama

Florida

Louisiana

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

W

ho will be the face of future military aviation? Will it be those
daring, rough-and-tumble, top
gun pilots we’ve all come to
know and idolize? Or will it be a new breed of
aviator sitting at a desktop piloting from a half a
world away aircraft with
names like Global Hawk,
Fire Scout and Predator?
The future of aviation is
shifting to one where
Northrop Grumman
warplanes, advanced,
sometime autonomous Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, are becoming smart enough to land on aircraft carriers and even evaluate and to assert
control in dogfights on their own.
It’s the robot wave of the future, and the Gulf
Coast has its foot in both the piloted and unmanned worlds. Long the region where military
aviators are trained, it’s now getting heavily involved in robotic systems.
Naval Air Station Whiting Field in Milton,
Fla., one of the Navy's two primary pilot training bases, churns out some of the best helicopter pilots in the world. The U.S. Navy is even
proposing to move its UAV school to NAS

By Duwayne Escobedo

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•

Worldwide UAV spending in next decade
will reach $11.5 billion
Global Hawk and Fire Scout UAVs
assembled in Moss Point, Miss.
At least two areas in the Gulf Coast
approved for UAV flights
Robotic systems being developed in
Pensacola, Fla., for NASA, others
Military is a heavy user, developer of
UAVs in the region

Whiting field, as well as to operate the Pioneer
UAV there.
About 100 miles due west is a different kind
of helicopter factory that plays a role in building
two of the most publicized UAVs in the world.
Northrop Grumman Aerospace Systems operates the 101,000-square-foot Unmanned Systems Center in Moss Point, Miss., where it
makes center fuselages for all variants of the
Global Hawk program, and does final assembly
of unmanned Fire Scout helicopters.
With spending on the development of drones
expected to double worldwide to $11.2 billion a
year over the next decade, it seems clear the
Gulf Coast’s role in the field of UAVs, both in
training and manufacturing, is destined to grow.
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Northrop Grumman photo

The Northrop Grumman Unmanned Systems Center is the first tenant of the Jackson County Aviation Technology
Park in Moss Point, Miss. It’s building portions of Global Hawk and Fire Scout unmanned aerial systems.

“This product saves money, and it saves
lives,” said U.S. Rep. Steven Palazzo, R-Miss., a
member of the House Armed Services Committee. “It's a great investment that the American
taxpayers made to keep our young men and
women safe overseas. It’s just another asset in
our tool box.”
A growth field

Unmanned aerial systems (UAS) or unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAV) are part of the broad field
of robotics, itself a big industry that’s seen robots slowly enter everyday life, first in factories,
now in homes. It’s a research-intensive field.
There are robots anchored in place and those
that are mobile. They can travel on land, on or
under the sea and into the deepest reaches of
space. Robots are responsible for sending us
images from places we can’t be, whether on a
distant planet, on the ocean floor as in the case
of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon spill or over a
failed nuclear reactor like in Japan.

For the Gulf Coast region, it’s the unmanned
aerial systems portion of the industry that’s
caught a lot of attention. It’s a high-growth segment of the $217 billion aerospace industry. The
Teal Group’s 2011 market study estimates UAV
spending will almost double over the next decade from worldwide expenditures of $5.9 billion
annually to $11.2 billion a year.
The biggest user is the military. But as little as
a decade ago you could have counted on your
hands the number of drones the military used.
Today the number stands at more than 7,000,
and it’s destined to go up dramatically, according to Peter Warren Singer, author of “Wired
for War.”1
The Air Force in its “Unmanned Aircraft Systems Flight Plan, 2009-2047” proposed using
next generation unmanned aircraft in a slate of
missions, including air strikes, aerial refueling,
cargo transport and long-range bombing.
The U.S. Defense Department spent $5.4 billion in 2010 on unmanned aircraft development,

Photo page 50: The latest version of the Fire Scout uses a Bell 407 airframe and will be built in Moss Point, Miss.
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procurement and operations, about $2.5 billion
more in military expenditures than in the entire
decade of the 1990s.
Work is moving ahead on unmanned aerial
systems big and small, from bird-sized UAVs to
stealth fighters and those the size of jumbo jets.
The numbers that will fill the skies won’t be in
the thousands, but in the tens of thousands.
And they will be far superior to what’s flying
today.2
Within 25 years robots could be a billion times
smarter and more powerful. Once relegated to
surveillance, future unmanned aircraft will make
life-and-death combat decisions on their own
and even one day make autonomous flights in
commercial airspace.3
Michael Toscano, president and CEO of the
Association of Unmanned Vehicles International said they have the potential to revolutionize the aviation and aerospace industry.
“I don't think it’s an overstatement that this is
a revolution of military affairs,” said Air Force
Col. Eric Mathewson, Unmanned Aircraft Systems Task Force director.4

Is the age of the pilot ending?
For this region, long a
hot spot for training
aviators, what looms
over the horizon may
be a bit unsettling. But
you couldn’t tell by the
numbers that anything
is changing.
The number of pilots
being trained by the
Navy has remained
fairly consistent over
the past decade, ranging between 1,170 and 1,271
a year, according to the Chief of Naval Air Training
at Corpus Christi, Texas. The smallest number of
pilots, 1,170, were trained in 2004, but the next
year the number of pilots being trained jumped to
1,271, the highest number during the 10-year period.
While pilot training has remained relatively
steady, the number of flight officers trained has
tracked downward over the past 10 years. The
lowest number of flight officers, 238, were trained
in 2011, and the largest number, 478, were trained
in 2002. - David Tortorano

The foothold

With the industry growing so fast and the expectation that in the future UAVs will be sharing the national airspace with piloted aircraft, a
lot of areas are trying to get some of the action.
Some universities have created programs pecifically for the field.
The Gulf Coast has a lot going for it. Besides
Northrop Grumman’s Moss Point, Miss., facility there are federal facilities at Mississippi’s
John C. Stennis Space Center. Florida’s Eglin
Air Force Base and Tyndall Air Force Base are
involved in the field in a very big way. And the
Coast Guard in Mobile, Ala., has instituted a
training program even before the service acquires its own UAVs.
There’s also a lot of work in this region in
fields critical to robotics, including geospatial
technologies—the eyes and ears of unmanned
aerial systems—and advanced materials.

And to sweeten the pot, the Gulf Coast region
has a research institute with an international
reputation for its work on human-machine interaction crucial to making machines work the
way they should.
“Military applications of UAVs are growing
explosively and will continue to do so,” says
Ken Ford, founder and CEO of the Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition in
Pensacola, Fla. “UAVs will become more and
more important and increasingly prevalent both
in the government sector as well as in civilian
applications.”
On the Gulf Coast, one of the key locations
for UAV activity is in Moss Point, Miss., north
of Pascagoula and west of Mobile, Ala. That’s
where Northrop Grumman, a premier builders
of unmanned aircraft, makes portions of the

Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2012-2013 – 53

Chapter IV: Unmanned systems/robotics

Northrop Grumman photo

The Euro Hawk, a variant of the Global Hawk built for Germany, takes off on an early flight. The fuselage for the
Euro Hawk, and other Global Hawk variants, are built at the Unmanned Systems Center in Moss Point, Miss.

Global Hawk and Fire Scout. The company also
will work on the larger version of the Fire
Scout, the MQ-8C that uses a Bell 407 airframe
in place of the smaller Schweizer B model.
George Freeland, executive director of the
Jackson County Economic Development Foundation, knew it was big when Northrop Grumman first started talking to him about building a
plant for final assembly of the Fire Scout. He
knew it could have future implications for Jackson County, Miss. Northrop Grumman eventually decided to work not only on Fire Scouts,
but Global Hawks, and more work is likely to
come to Moss Point.
Northrop Grumman may be the best-known
player on the Gulf Coast, but it’s not the only
one. Small companies that have carved out
niches are thriving in the market as well. Just ask
Julio Melhado, Mehlcorp president.
He started his company in 2004 in Slidell, La.
and now is based at the Mississippi Enterprise

for Technology, a private, non-profit business
incubator and technology transfer office at Stennis Space Center, Miss.
Mehlcorp designs, manufactures, maintains
and supports different types of payload interface
components for UAVs. The interface unit
monitors, controls and communicates between
payloads aboard the UAV. Melhado sees his
company continuing to grow with the development of better camera and sensor technologies.
Not far away from Mehlcorp in New Orleans,
Crescent Unmanned Systems LLC manufactures small multirotor and fixed wing UAVs for
law enforcement applications as well as civilian
aerial photography and videography.
The company, founded in December 2010,
chose Michoud over sites in New Mexico because of its ample space, material testing labs
and high-tech manufacturing equipment for
rent. Having names like NASA, Boeing and
Lockheed Martin nearby also was a factor.
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Flying high

A key element that could help the region grow
its UAV footprint is that it already has certificates of authorization (COAs) to fly UAVs at
two locations in Mississippi. Areas around Trent
Lott International Airport in Moss Point and
Stennis Space Center in Mississippi, both have
rare COAs. Unmanned systems are also flown
Northwest Florida
at Eglin Air Force Base in military air space, and
at Camp Shelby south of Hattiesburg, Miss.
Aerospace highlights: Center for Air Force aerial
Flight certification for any new site usually
weapons research and development; major naval
takes several years. The fact three exist in the
aviation training center; large number of startup
companies associated with Eglin Air Force Base.
region is beneficial as the U.S. government begins to take steps to allow unmanned and
Key cities: Pensacola; Fort Walton Beach; Crestmanned aircraft to share the national airspace.
view; Shalimar; Panama City
Federal legislation moving through Congress
would create four national test sites to study the
Counties: Escambia; Santa Rosa; Okaloosa,
ability of unmanned aircraft systems sharing airWalton, Bay
space and runways with manned and commercial aircraft. It sets a goal of integrating the sysPopulation: 853,447
tems by September 2015.
Workforce: 263,072
Civilian uses of unmanned vehicles have been
hampered by a lack of standards and rules,
Local economic development:
which the legislation helps to address. Ford of
• Pensacola Bay Area Chamber of Commerce
the IHMC has said that remains the primary
(850) 438-4081
remaining challenge in order to get the systems
• Team Santa Rosa (850) 623-0174
flying in the same space as piloted aircraft.
• Economic Development Council for Okaloosa
Because an area near Stennis Space Center can
County (850) 362-6467
fly UAVs, the Mississippi Enterprise for Technology is working to re-establish a calibration
Regional economic development:
and validation program that NASA once over• Florida’s Great Northwest (850) 337-3469
saw at Stennis Space Center.
“UAVs could calibrate and validate their senState economic development:
• Enterprise Florida (407) 956-5600
sors and imaging equipment by using this program, which includes specialized targets on the
ground,” says Charles E. Beasley, MSET presiand testing of new technologies occurs a few
dent. “The program could be something very
unique in the United States once the calibration hundred miles to the east in Florida’s Pensacola,
Fort Walton Beach and Panama City areas.
and validation technology is transferred into
It is no surprise that the Air Force’s Eglin and
commercial use.”
Tyndall bases on Florida’s Gulf Coast support
many of the military branch’s UAV activities.
Florida UAV muscle
Air Force leaders have made it quite clear that
While Mississippi produces unmanned systhey have every intention to become the Pentatems, much of the research and development
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NASA photo

Pensacola’s Institute for Human and Machine Cognition is working on algorithms to let robots like R2 walk.

gon’s leader of future UAV development, mapping out a game plan to 2047. The plan makes it
clear: fewer pilots and more robotic planes.
The Navy, too, is heavily involved, after all
naval aviation began 100 years ago at NAS Pensacola, known as “the cradle of naval aviation.”
Today, Training Wing Six at nearby NAS Whiting Field trains all Navy and Marine Corps Pioneer operators and maintainers.
The economic importance of the Navy to
Northwest Florida cannot be overstated.
The Pensacola naval complex is one of the largest employers of civilians in the Southeastern
United States, and generates 20 percent of the
local economy.
Traditional pilots will continue to play a key
role in UAV squadrons by bringing knowledge
of how weather and mechanical issues affect
flight. But the Navy is looking at a structure that
allows individual pilots to supervise and make
key decisions for multiple UAVs, while teams of
sailors monitor the actual flight operations.
Although UAVs were first used in significant
numbers during the Vietnam War, it wasn’t until

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan called for constant overhead reconnaissance that the demand
for unmanned systems took off.
Eglin Air Force Base is involved in UAV navigation work, and nearby Hurlburt Field was
chosen as the preferred base for a single Air
Force Reserve Command MQ-1 Remote SplitOperation squadron of 140 personnel and associated equipment, military officials said.
There are no remotely-piloted aircraft associated with this action, only ground control systems. The primary mission of an MQ-1 RSO
squadron is to support the MQ-1 Predator aircraft operations that conduct close air support,
air interdiction, and intelligence, surveillance and
reconnaissance. Remote split-operations consist
of launching a drone via line-of-sight operations
from one location, and controlling the aircraft
remotely from a mission control element that is
operated at another location beyond line-of-site.
Non-military uses

Unmanned aerial systems aren’t just for the
military any more either. As technology contin-
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ues to advance, the private sector plans to employ more UAVs as well. And the federal government is using them for more than war.
They’ve been used for drug interdiction, to
scope out fires and to chase hurricanes. They
were even used to fly over the damaged nuclear
reactors in Japan after an earthquake and tsunami ravaged the country in March.
“Were seeing a change not only in the history
of war, but humanity,” said Singer during a
March 2011 lecture at the Office of Naval Research.5
It’s a vision of the future seconded by Ford of
the Florida Institute for Human and Machine
Cognition. He has a team of scientists heavily
involved in work on robotic systems.
One of IHMC’s current projects is working
on a way to supply the algorithms for legs for
Robonaut 2, the humanoid torso that’s now orbiting Earth on the International Space Station.
It’s not able to get around yet, but IHMC is just
one of the research groups trying to improve
robotic locomotion systems.
Their work will have applications for any humanoid robot. At issue is allowing a robot to
walk in a variety of gravitational environments
and different surfaces from Earth to Mars and
the Moon. IHMC hopes to design a bipedal robot that can walk over unexpected terrain, recover from pushes and do work in the real
world – or other worlds.
“Our robotics team and folks at Johnson
(Space Center in Houston) have been working
to understand how R2, or robots like R2, could
be outfitted with legs and enabled to walk,”
IHMC’s Ford says. “We’ve done a lot of work
on bipedal walkers.”6
Previously, IHMC worked with the Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA)
Learning Locomotion project. Work resulted in
IHMC getting a small, four-legged robot, Boston Dynamics’ Little Dog, to walk over rocks,
steps, barriers, gaps and other rough terrain.
In another project, IHMC and Yobotics Inc.,
of Cincinnati, teamed on M2V2, which has 12

motors to provide power to the hips, knees and
ankles that are controlled by an on-board computer.7
That the Gulf Coast will remain a player in the
UAV field seems to be a given. There will be a
lot of UAVs built in the future, and companies
will begin looking for locations to build them.
Places where UAVs are permitted to fly and
places that are close to the end users will have
competitive advantage.
Moss Point, Miss., already has one production
facility and can grow not only within its current
plant, but on the option it has for an additional
30 acres at Jackson County Aviation Technology Park. But there are other locations on the
Gulf Coast that could be used for production
lines. Several of the parks sit next to runways,
including Whiting Aviation Park in Milton, Fla.,
Mobile Aeroplex in Mobile, Ala., and Stennis
International Airport in Kiln, Miss.
UAVs are expected to play a more significant
role in the military in the next three to five years
as the aircraft get larger and more complex, but
it’s unclear how many jobs will open up. The
growth rate—and the number of positions created in the UAV community—will depend
largely on the number of aircraft purchased in
the coming years and how those programs are
deployed, military officials have said. Whatever
happens, the Gulf Coast region is poised to
serve a future cluster of UAV companies.
▫▫▫
“Robots: The Real Killer App,” p. 3, Alliance Insight.
April 2011.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 Popular Mechanics
5 “Robots: The Real Killer App.”
6 “IHMC Seeks to Give Robonaut 2 a Let Up,” p. 4, Alliance Insight, April 2011
7 Ibid.
1
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Under the wild blue yonder

Navy photo

Slocum Glider underwater vehicles operate worldwide and are controlled by personnel at the Naval Oceanographic
Office at Stennis Space Center, Miss.

W

hile aerial systems are getting
most of the publicity when it
comes to unmanned systems, the
Gulf Coast region is also heavily
involved in the development and operation of
robotic underwater vehicles.
The public got its first real glimpse of the capabilities of these underwater systems during
the lengthy attempt to shut off the well spewing
oil and gas in the Gulf of Mexico in the wake of
last year’s explosion of the Deepwater Horizon.
Because of the depth, robotic machines were
the only systems capable of performing the mission to shut off the flow.
Near Panama City, Fla., the Navy operates its
Naval Surface Warfare Center, which houses

more than 700 scientists and engineers and is
the U.S. Department of Defense’s lead laboratory conducting research, development, testing,
evaluation and support systems using air,
ground, water surface and underwater unmanned vehicles.
Many of the Navy’s unmanned underwater
vehicles are developed, manufactured and tested
at Tyndall Air Force Base not far from the
Navy’s Warfare Center.
For instance, recently mine neutralization vehicle operators earned valuable experience in a
real-world training exercise in which they
cleared the Strait of Malacca of mines or underwater improvised explosive devices (IED). The
Strait of Malacca, which is about two miles wide
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at its narrowest point between
Singapore and southern Sumatra, is vulnerable to mining.
In the past two years, U.S. 7th
Fleet has doubled its mine
countermeasure capability in
areas like the Strait of Malacca.
Since 1990, when its autonomous underwater efforts largely
began, to 2010, the Navy has
racked up 72,000 nautical miles
and 85,000 hours with its vehicles. The missions, defense
contracts, sub-contracting opportunities and workforce associated with the military presRebecca Burke, U.S. Navy photo
ence are key attractions for
Naval Oceanographic Office surveyors aboard the USNS Henson, secure
aerospace and defense firms,
an autonomous underwater vehicle recovered from the North Sea. The
team was looking for the Bonhomme Richard, which went down off the
which in turn help to enhance
English coast in 1779.
military missions by providing
services, technologies and innovation.
Webb Research is on the way, called the Slocum
The Navy is active, too, through the Naval
Thermal glider.
Oceanographic Office, which supplies ocean
It may be capable of a circumnavigation of the
and atmospheric information to troops world- globe autonomously. It can submerge to an inwide from John C. Stennis Space Center, Miss. credible 3,900-feet and uses a “green” thermal
Underwater “pilots” have logged tens of thou- engine powered by environmental energy to opsands of hours exploring the sea to support a
erate and recharge its batteries.
variety of missions. They’ve gained experience
The Gulf Coast is also home to the University
in at least two dozen underwater vehicle sysof Southern Mississippi’s Undersea Vehicles
tems, and expect to have more than 150 under- Technology Center, part of the National Instiwater drones by 2015.
tute for Undersea Science and Technology.
One such system is The Seaglider, a deepThe goal of the UTVC program at Stennis is
diving unmanned underwater vehicle that has
to develop technologies for interactive commuthe capacity to perform missions that last many nication, command and control, data assimilamonths and cover thousands of miles. The
tion and processing, and artificial intelligence
Seaglider was recently used in the Gulf of Mex- appropriate for the operation of remotely operico to collect data for scientists researching the ated and autonomous underwater vehicles.
effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.
NIUST was established in 2002 by the UniThe Naval Oceanographic Office also emversity of Southern Mississippi and University
ploys unmanned mini-submarines, acquiring its of Mississippi in partnership with the National
first Slocum Glider in 2002. About half the size Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Unof a light torpedo, the propeller-less craft can
dersea Research Program to develop new techcover about 900 miles over a 30-day period. An nologies for undersea research.
even more advanced model from Teledyne
- Duwayne Escobedo
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Eglin Air Force Base • Hurlburt Field • Duke Field • Fort Rucker • Camp Shelby
National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center • Tyndall Air Force Base
Coast Guard Aviation Training Center Mobile • Keesler Air Force Base
NAS Whiting Field • NAS Pensacola • NAS JRB New Orleans

U.S. Air Force photo by Capt. Ryan Seymour
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Gulf Coast military machine
The Gulf Coast region has
47 military “sites” big and
little valued at $20.3 billion,
and locals are taking steps
to protect them...

Mississippi

Alabama

Florida

Louisiana

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

R

ear Adm. Kevin Delaney, who sits
on a Florida task force created to
protect the state’s military bases, recently observed that “when the stars
go away, missions tend to follow.”
He was talking about
shoulder board stars of
generals, and the Air
Force’s plans to eliminate a two-star post at
U.S. Air Force
Eglin Air Force Base
and have a test wing answer to a two-star in
California. The fear is it may foreshadow an
eventual move.
The concerns of Northwest Florida, where the
military has a $17 billion economic impact, are
not unique. Nationwide military communities
are taking steps to protect their bases from Pentagon cuts, and for the Gulf Coast the concern
is region-wide.
The 47 military sites between New Orleans
and Northwest Florida have a combined plant
replacement value of $20.3 billion., according to
the Department of Defense Base Structure Report
Fiscal Year 2012 Baseline list. Some are small sites,
but three are among the nation’s most expensive
to replace.

By Tom McLaughlin

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•

Three Gulf Coast I-10 bases are among
the nation’s largest in replacement value
12 bases aviation focused, including
pilot training, weapons development
Region hosts three commands, one
involved in aviation activities
Contractors in region awarded $55
billion from military between 2000-2011
Home to one of the nation’s four ANG
combat readiness training centers

The bases bring in federal dollars through personnel paychecks, and they’re a source of income for local businesses that provide services,
from lawn care to defense equipment. Between
2000 and 2011, about $55 billion in defense
contracts were awarded to more than 3,400
companies in 14 Gulf Coast counties and parishes from Bay County, Fla., to Terrebonne Parish, La.1
A dozen of the bases in this region have aerospace activities, and hundreds of aerospacerelated businesses call the region home. In Okaloosa County, Fla., home of Eglin, an estimated
60 percent of its economic activity is military
related. In fact, about 35 percent of Northwest
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U.S. Air Force photo

Development and testing of weapons, like this MK 84, is a major function of Eglin Air Force Base, Fla.

cause of the number of days, on average about
300, with good flying and training conditions. It
didn’t hurt either that the region had a number
of senior Congressional leaders who saw the
bases as a good way to develop the region.
“The presence of military men and women is
not only an important part of our history, it is
also part of our culture and our economy. We
are proud and honored to have them as members of our community,” said U.S. Rep. Jeff
Miller, R-Fla., chairman of the House Veterans’
Long history
Affairs
Committee.
There has been a military presence on the
Today military activities in this region include
Gulf Coast for 400 years, and the connection to
aerospace extends back 100 years to when naval every branch of the military and sites range in
size from 14 acres to 724 square miles. It’s
aviation training was introduced to Pensacola,
Fla. In the years before World War II, other air where aviators are trained and technical personfields were established in the region, in part be- nel schooled. It’s a logistics center and the locaFlorida’s regional output is driven by defense
spending, more than in other Florida region.
With consolidation and spending cuts looming, Florida has creating a defense support task
force comprised of high ranking former officers,
powerful state government officials and prominent defense contractors. Mississippi also reestablished the Mississippi Military Communities Council to protect the bases in that state.

Photo page 62: Two F-35As over Eglin during the 33rd Fighter Wing’s first formation flight in April 2012
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tion where some of the smartest and biggest
aerial weapons are developed. Outside of DoD,
it’s also a key location for Coast Guard activities, including an aviation training center at Mobile Regional Airport.
While there are military and Coast Guard activities spread throughout the Gulf Coast,
Northwest Florida and South Mississippi have
the largest concentration along the I-10 region.
Northwest Florida has 21 military sites with a
total of 509,297 acres, of which 499,323 acres is
owned by DoD. The plant replacement value is
$11.7 billion.
The largest site by far is Eglin Air Force Base.
The 724-square-mile Eglin reservation sprawls
across three counties and is one of the largest
military bases in the world. Its dominion extends over 134,000 miles of air space and
123,000 miles of water range. Two adjacent
bases, Duke Field and Hurlburt Field, are part
of what’s known as the Eglin complex, where an
estimated 15,000 military and associated personnel are stationed. Eglin’s facilities, from labs to
training ranges, are used by every branch of the
military as well as defense contractors.
The next largest at 28,824 acres is near Panama City. Tyndall Air Force Base, one of six
bases nationwide to host F-22 Raptors and a
location where the pilots are trained. Not far
away is the Naval Surface Warfare Center, one
of the Navy’s key research and development
centers.
Naval Air Station Pensacola is Florida’s westernmost military installation. The complex includes Saufley Field and Corry Station, all in
Pensacola, and NAS Whiting Field to the east in
Milton. The complex employs 9,600 military
personnel and 6,800 civilians.
The next largest concentration of bases along
the I-10 region is in South Mississippi with
nearly a dozen. The largest base is Keesler Air
Force Base in Biloxi, home of a huge electronics
training school, including cyber training. In
nearby Gulfport is the Air National Guard’s
Combat Readiness Training Center at Gulfport-

F-35 Lightning II
Although it has seen its share
of controversy, the F-35 program at Eglin has begun showing signs of becoming what was
envisioned in 2005.
By mid-May, a dozen of the
25 F-35’s released to the Department of Defense had made
their way to the base in Northwest Florida.
When the center is at full initial strength, there
will be 59 planes and a projected 1,563 personnel
employed at the training center.

Biloxi International Airport, one of four in the
nation. The airport also hosts a the Army
Guard’s 1108th helicopter repair depot. Not far
away, also in Gulfport, is the Naval Construction Battalion Center, the East Coast Seabees.
To the north south of Hattiesburg is Camp
Shelby, one of the largest training ranges in the
nation, and further to the west near the Mississippi and Louisiana state line the Navy activities
at NASA’s Stennis Space Center, including a
special forces training site and the Navy’s oceanography activities. In South Mississippi, the military activities have a combined annual estimated
$2 billion.3
South Alabama is home to Fort Rucker, where
the Army trains helicopter aviators, and it’s also
home to more than a half-dozen air fields used
to train military aviators who train in the region.
Mobile, which hasn’t had a DoD facility since
Naval Station Mobile closed in the 1990s, is a
center for U.S. Coast Guard aviation activities,
including the Aviation Training Center.
Louisiana is home to NSA JRB New Orleans
and NAS New Orleans East Bank.
Military as educator

While primarily a fighting force, the military is
actually one of the premier post-secondary organizations in the world. It’s a university, two-
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Not far from NAS
Pensacola, the runway at
Saufley Field is used for
“touch and go” landings,
but the primary focus is
technical education of
military members, home
to the Naval Education
and Training Program
Development Center. It’s
from Saufley that the nation’s 60 college ROTC
programs and nearly 450
high school junior ROTC
programs are administered.
U.S. Air Force photo
Saufley Field employs
The Air Force Special Operations AC-130 gunship’s primary role is close air sup1,000 military and civilport, air interdiction and force protection. In the Gulf Coast region, they’re based
at Florida’s Hurlburt Field and Duke Field.
ian workers and houses
10 Department of Deyear-college and vocational technical training
fense tenants with an education function, inschool all rolled into one. Thousands of men
cluding the Naval General Library Program, an
and women enter the military and wind up
information network available to Naval personlearning a skill that often follows them to civil- nel at home and abroad, the Navy Voluntary
ian life. In the Gulf Coast region it operates a
Education program and the Naval Education
vast schoolhouse.
and Training Command Automated InformaThe massive military education complex in the tion system.
Gulf Coast region annually schools thousands
of military and civilian personnel from every
Aviation training
branch of service, other federal agencies and
Two Navy bases on the Gulf Coast are inallied nations. Skills range from air traffic con- volved in the initial training of aviators: NAS
trol to cyber security, pilot training and more. In Pensacola and NAS Whiting Field.
addition, the Gulf Coast is where experienced
Naval Air Station Pensacola, which began
military personnel come to hone their skills.
training naval aviators while Orville Wright was
The Gulf Coast is home to one of the milistill alive, is the granddaddy of them all. It’s the
tary’s commands that’s responsible for training. primary training base for all Navy, Marine and
Naval Air Station Pensacola is home of the Na- Coast Guard aviators.
val Education and Training Command, which is The base’s Sherman Field is home to the
responsible for Navy training worldwide.
Navy’s Blue Angels flight demonstration team
NAS Pensacola itself houses hangars, classthat thrills thousands each year with air shows
rooms and laboratories in a huge facility known around the world, but it’s also home of Training
as The Mega Building, where aviation specialists Air Wing SIX, which provides flight training for
for the Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, Air Force Navy and Marine aviator prospects and navigaand Army, as well as those from allied nations, tion and combat systems training to Air Force
receive training.
officers.
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Defense contracts
Location

Defense contractors

Dollars awarded 2000-2011

Contracts 2000-2011

Jackson County, MS

152

$22,137,044,146

1,173

Orleans Parish, LA

415

$8,264,325,868

5,496

Okaloosa County, FL

508

$7,959,801,215

7,779

Bay County, FL

393

$6,097,830,723

6,257

St. Tammany Parish, LA

211

$2,423,970,967

10,294

Mobile County, AL

461

$3,565,275,583

4,037

Escambia County, FL

578

$2,370,775,096

11,604

Harrison County, MS

479

$1,629,851,554

3,459

Santa Rosa County, FL

161

$253,063,017

976

Hancock County, MS

59

$206,487,569

501

Baldwin County, AL

126

$83,284,653

794

Walton County, FL

38

$10,063,315

235

3,581

$55,001,773,706

52,605

TOTALS

Source: GovernmentContractsWon.com. (Compiled May 23, 2012)

To the northeast of Pensacola is Naval Air
Station Whiting Field, near Milton. Promoters
of the base boast that it’s the “busiest naval air
station in the world,” with 46 percent of the naval air command’s total flight time logged there.
Whiting Field also claims to account for 10
percent of all flight time credited to Navy and
Marine aviators. Some 1,200 military pilots complete flight training at Whiting Field each year.
The base houses four training squadrons, three
fixed wing squadrons and a helicopter squadron.
Air Force, Army and allied nation aviators also
receive training at NAS Whiting Field. The
iconic orange and white paint schemes of the
training aircraft used there are frequently seen
flying around the region as they utilize not only
the air strips from their own base, but a network
out outlying fields.
NAS Whiting Field nearby provides learning
opportunities to aspiring mechanics and techni-

cians at its Center for Aviation Technical Training Detachment.
More advanced aviation training takes place at
two other bases in the region, both Air Force
installations.
Tyndall Air Force Base, about a dozen miles
from Panama City, Fla., hosts the 325th Fighter
Wing, whose responsibility includes training pilots to fly the F-22 Raptor, considered one of
the nation’s premier fighter planes despite some
recent issues involving its oxygen system.
Helicopter training is conducted not only at
Florida’s NAS Whiting Field, but also just
across the state line in Alabama at the Army’s
Fort Rucker. Rucker is home to the 1st Aviation
Brigade and the110th Aviation Brigade, which is
responsible for Army aviation training.
Another Fort Rucker tenant is the Air Force
23rd Flying Training Squadron, responsible for
training Air Force helicopter pilots. Three heli-
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U.S. Air Force photos

An F-22 Raptor from Tyndall Air Force Base, Fla., during a sortie over the Gulf Coast. Tyndall has an operational
squadron and training F-22 pilots. Inset photo shows F-22s taking off after four-month safety standdown.

ports are located on the base, which also houses
air traffic control services and flight simulation
support. Graduate level training is provided for
the pilots and crews of the sophisticated and
lethal Apache and Kiowa helicopters.
The Department of Homeland Security’s U.S.
Coast Guard also provides aviator training in
the Gulf Coast region. After students finish
training at Navy facilities, they come to the
Aviation Training Center in Mobile, Ala., for
additional training in Coast Guard aircraft. In
more recent years, the station also added an unmanned aerial systems training program.

Honing skills

In addition to providing initial and advanced
aviator training, the Gulf Coast is where experienced aviators nationwide can hone their skills.
Active duty and reserve aviators come to the
region for the variety of ranges that are available, including land ranges at Eglin and Camp
Shelby, Miss., and water ranges over the Gulf of
Mexico.
Tyndall’s 325th Fighter Wing remains the
home of air dominance training, according to
the base website. The training has in the past
pitted two teams flying a variety of aircraft, in-
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cluding F-22s, F-15s and B-52 bombers in live
air simulated battle. But Tyndall is transitioning
to become an Air Combat Command base in
October to provide a battle ready F-22 Raptor
squadron. As part of the transition, 20 T-38
Talon jets -- high-altitude supersonic trainers -are being brought into Tyndall.
Combat skills training also occurs in Mississippi at the Air National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center at a 220-acre site at Gulfport Biloxi International Airport. An estimated
17,000 to 20,000 men and women Air National
Guard and Air Force Reserve flight personnel
are trained at the location, logging an amazing
25,000 training days a month.
To the north of Gulfport is Camp Shelby, the
largest state owned training site in the nation
with 135,000 acres provided for air-to-ground
weapons training and low altitude airspace.
Naval Air Station Joint Reserve Base New
Orleans is one of only two joint reserve bases in
the nation. It hosts the Louisiana Air National
Guard 159th Fighter Wing’s F-15s. A Coast
Guard Air Station is also located at the base,
one of the busiest all-helicopter search and rescue units in the Coast Guard.
Also at the base is the Army’s 377th Theater
Support Command, the 3rd Battalion 23rd Marine Infantry unit and attack helicopters from
Marine Air Group 42 Detachment C. Also at
the base are VR-54, VAW-77 and VFA-204.
Aircraft based at NAS JRB can use overwater
ranges in the Gulf of Mexico and overland
bombing ranges at Camp Shelby, Miss., and
Fort Polk, La.

ties. The Gulf Coast has three bases with significant training activities.
Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, Miss., is the
home of the Air Force’s electronics training
programs. The base, one of the Air Force’s largest technical schools, has graduated more than
2.2 million students since 1942. Some 20,000 to
25,000 students go through the system every
year, according to the Harrison County Economic Development Commission’s annual report on the military in South Mississippi.
Keesler’s 81st Training Wing is where the Air
Force focuses all its electronics training, including computer and communication systems and,
notably, cyber security. The wing also trains personnel in air traffic control, weather, personnel
finance and force support.
The base is where the nation’s new breed of
cyber warriors receive their initial training,
whether they’re straight out of basic or experienced personnel. The cyber training curriculum
was developed by realigning and adding to
courses taught at Keesler for years.
To the east of Keesler, the Navy’s Corry Station in Pensacola, the fourth member of the
Pensacola Naval Complex, is known as the
Navy’s Center for Information Dominance.
Manned by just over 600 military and some 70
civilian personnel, Corry Station is used by all
branches of the military service, as well as other
federal agencies. It trains 7,000 to 7,500 students
each year and has an average student load of
1,400 at any given time.
Students come to Corry Station to receive
technical training in cryptology, equipment
maintenance and communication, signal analysis
and the operation and maintenance of the techElectronic/cyber warriors
In an age where computer attacks occur daily, nology required to conduct electronic warfare.
Further to the east at Hurlburt Field, intermecyber security is one of the hottest fields in the
diate level cyber soldiers receive training at a
military, where it falls under the more generic
17,000 square foot building set up for the Air
umbrella term of information dominance.
Information dominance involves being able to Force’s 39th Information Operation Squadron
located there. At Hurlburt officers take classes
protect U.S. communication assets, as well as
in military deception and operational security.
the ability to attack an enemy’s cyber capabili-
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The Navy at Stennis Space Center
In addition to all the military bases in the region,
there’s a sizeable operation at NASA’s John C. Stennis Space Center, where the Navy, with 2,000 people, is the largest tenant. It’s home of the Naval
Meteorology and Oceanography Command, which
is responsible for gathering oceanographic information for U.S. forces.
The commands’ Naval Oceanographic Office utilizes many tools, including aircraft, satellite and unmanned underwater vehicles, to collect oceanographic and atmospheric data from around the
globe for use by all troops in the field.
NAVOCEANO, which maintains 630,000 square
feet of space at Stennis, including a new $42 million
Ocean Science Building, converts the intelligence
information it collects into data that can be used to
the benefit of Naval and other military units in
planning operations and making tactical decisions.
About 200 Navy SEALS, comprising several teams,
train each year at SSC. They use the Naval Special
Warfare Group 4’s Western Maneuver Area.
They’ve been training there since completion of a
facility built along two rivers, the Pearl and the
Mike, that allows live ammunition practice and
training in jungle fighting techniques.

One of three regional Air Force Research
Laboratories is located at Tyndall. So is the Materials and Manufacturing Directorate, a facility
charged with finding better ways to utilize material and technologies as they are developed for
aerospace uses.
The Naval Surface Warfare Center, which calls
Panama City’s Naval Support Activity in Panama
City home, employs hundreds of scientists and
conducts research primarily focused on maritime
“warfare systems,” including mines.
But there’s an aerospace component as well. A
warfare center website lists one of its priorities
as research, planning, development and analysis
of “non-developmental (lightweight tactical) unmanned aerial vehicles.”
The unmanned aircraft are being looked at, the
website said, for such military tasks as mine warfare, amphibious warfare, diving and life support, underwater intelligence surveillance and
reconnaissance.
Panama City’s Tyndall also provides operating
space for the 53rd Weapons Evaluation Group,
one of 30 Tyndall tenants. The Evaluation
Group reports to the 53rd Wing at Eglin Air
Force Base and manages offshore ranges over
the Gulf of Mexico. It directs target drone programs and evaluates the air-to-air and air-toground weapons systems testing.

Military deception classes are offered to operational level planners.
Keesler-trained personnel often leave Mississippi to further their training in Florida, either at
Corry Station or Hurlburt Field.
Operational units
Flight training and technical education is the
The laboratories
primary mission on the Gulf Coast, but the
A Gulf Coast bases also serve as research labs trainers and teachers share the region and its reand proving grounds. The region is home to
sources with operational units that are deployed
multibillion-dollar facilities that conduct reworldwide.
search, development, testing and evaluation.
The Continental U.S. North American AeroThe Air Force Research Laboratory/
space Defense Command Region - First Air
Munitions Directorate at Eglin conducts reForce (Air Forces Northern), based at Tyndall
search and development for air launched weap- Air Force Base, is one of five numbered Air
ons tasked with defeating opposing weapons on Forces assigned to Air Combat Command. It
the ground, in the air and in space.
has the sole responsibility for ensuring the air
Eglin’s 53rd Wing tests all of the fighters,
sovereignty and air defense of the continental
bombers, unmanned aerial vehicles and weapons United States, U.S. Virgin Islands as well as
systems in the Air Force inventory.
Puerto Rico.
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Aviation bases
Fort Rucker
Camp Shelby

NAS Whiting Field
USCG Aviation Training Center
Eglin AFB

ANG Training Center
Keesler AFB

NAS Pensacola

Hurlburt Field

Tyndall AFB

NAS JRB New Orleans

Tcp/GCRL illustration, Google map

As the Continental U.S. Region (CONR) for
NORAD, the bi-national North American Aerospace Defense Command, CONR provides air
defense in the form of airspace surveillance and
airspace control.
Hurlburt Field is home to the U.S. Air Force
Special Operations Command, the Air Force
component of the military’s unified U.S. Special
Operations Command.
The Special Operations forces stationed at
Hurlburt Field are utilized all over the world.
The AC-130U gunship, the MC-130E Combat
Talon I and the MC-130H Combat Talon II fly
out of Hurlburt and are equipped and maintained there to fulfill specialized duties.
Duke Field, five miles from Crestview and 20
miles north of the Eglin main gate, is home to
the 919th Special Operations Wing, the only
special operations unit in the Air Force reserve.
The U.S. Army Airborne 7th Special Forces
Group has, in the last year, taken up residence
on Eglin near Duke Field. At full strength, the

unit will boast an estimated 2,200 soldiers and
3,867 dependents.
At Duke, the 1,300 reservists make up the
919th Special Operations Wing. The reservists
maintain the M-130 E Combat Talon and MC130 P Combat Shadow modified for covert operations and aerial refueling of Special Operations helicopters. The unit reports to the Special
Operations Command at Hurlburt during times
of war or contingency.
Mississippi’s Keesler is home of the 53rd
Weather Reconnaissance Squadron, the famed
“Hurricane Hunters” responsible for weather
reconnaissance missions flown for the 919th Department of Defense. Keesler is also home of
the 81st Tactical Airlift Unit, the “Flying Jennies,” who have been actively and consistently
involved in the war on terrorism.
One of the largest flying organizations on the
Gulf Coast is the 403rd Reserve Wing, also at
Keesler. The Flying Jennies of the 815th Airlift
Squadron, under the operational control of the
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Military bases
Fort Rucker
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Coast Guard

Hurlburt Field

SUPSHIP
Gulf Coast

Naval Surface
Warfare Center
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403rd, gained recognition in the Iraq and Afghanistan theatre in September 2009 when crews
set a world record by delivering 801 bundles in
24 airdrop missions, according to a website
maintained by the 403rd.
During that same deployment, the Flying Jennies logged close to 2,500 flying hours, flew a
total of 358 missions and 1,233 sorties, the website said. The squadron moved almost 5,000 tons
of cargo and flew 20,000 passengers, including
500 medical evacuees.
In addition, the military’s medical operations
in the region provide personnel on a regular basis who deploy around the world.

this year. There has been the threat of as much
as $1 billion being cut from the budgets of the
four branches of the military, a renewed congressional effort to open the Eastern Gulf, including the area designated for military testing,
for oil and natural gas exploration and the rumors of a looming effort to move Eglin’s 46th
Test Wing.
Regional leaders have thus far successfully
beaten back the efforts by some in Congress to
open the Eastern Gulf to new oil company lease
sales, and Rep. Jeff Miller, R-Fla., has introduced
legislation that will make Air Force officials justify any attempt to move the Air Armament
Command from Eglin to Edwards Air Force
Base in California.
Watching their back
The budget cuts are coming, though Miller
In both Northwest Florida and South Mississippi, economic development groups have gone said recently it’s likely about $500 million of
to great lengths to promote the military missions those can be delayed for at least a year. The
in their area and stood behind their bases when Florida task force and congressional delegation
are working with civic and base leaders to put
threats have emerged.
the state in a position to benefit, not suffer, from
New threats to Gulf Coast bases arose again
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Missions
Site

Mission

Barin Field, AL

aviator training

Cairns Basefield, AL

aviator training

Camp Keller (De Soto), MS

firing range

Camp Rudder (Eglin Auxiliary Field 6), FL
Camp Shelby, MS

air strip, special forces, ground troop training
air, ground, training center

Cape San Blas Missile Tracking Annex D-3, FL
Coast Guard Aviation Training Center, Mobile, AL
Coast Guard Gulfport, MS

search and rescue; law enforcement

Coast Guard Pascagoula, MS

search and rescue; law enforcement

Naval Construction Battalion Center Gulfport, MS
Corry Station, FL

construction
cryptology; information dominance

Destin Moreno Point, FL
Dothan Regional Airport, AL
Duke Field (Eglin Auxiliary Field 3), FL
Eglin Air Force Base, FL

special operations
F-35 training, weapons development; special ops

Fort Rucker, AL

helicopter pilot training

Gulfport-Biloxi Regional Airport, MS

air combat center, combat skills training

Hurlburt Field, FL

air special operations

Keesler Air Force Base, MS

airlift operations; electronics training

Lynn Haven Defense Fuel Sup, FL

idle

Mississippi AAP, MS

transferred to NASA

NAS JRB New Orleans, LA

fighters; search and rescue

NAS Pensacola, FL

pilot, technical training

NAS Whiting Field Milton, FL

pilot training

Surface Warfare Center Panama City, FL
Naval Support Activity New Orleans East Bank, LA

underwater warfare
reservists, others

NOLF Brewton, AL

aviator training

NOLF Choctaw, FL

aviator training

NOLF Evergreen, AL

aviator training

NOLF Holley, FL

aviator training

NOLF Santa Rosa, FL

aviator training

NOLF Silverhill, AL

aviator training

NOLF Spencer, FL

aviator training

NOLF Summerdale, AL

aviator training

NOLF Wolf, AL

aviator training

OLF Bronson, FL

aviator training

Saufley Field, FL

education, touch and go

Shell Basefield, AL
Stennis Space Center, MS
Supervisor of Shipbuilding, MS

aviator training
oceanography, special warfare; research
oversees contractor work

10C Stagefield, AL

aviator training

Toth Stagefield, AL

aviator training

Tyndall Air Force Base, FL

F-22 squadron, air combat training
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whatever consolidation takes place.
Southern Mississippi bases likewise have the
support of the people who share the region with
them. In Harrison County, the Harrison County

Development Commission has established committees charged with “tracking issues” that could
impact the base’s standing within the Department of Defense infrastructure and acts proac-

Size, value DoD sites
Military aviationaviation-related bases
Site

Branch

Eglin Air Force Base
Eglin Air Force Base Site 2 (SR Island)
MTA Camp Shelby
Camp Shelby Assault Runway
Fort Rucker

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

PRV (M)

AF

Eglin AFB

FL

449,290

449,415

$3,859.9

AF

Fort Walton Beach

FL

0

3,167

$50.6

AG

Hattiesburg

MS

200

133,682

$1,237.4

AFG

Camp Shelby

MS

0

182

$15.5

Army

Fort Rucker

AL

57,776

59,261

$1,527.5

Tyndall Air Force Base

AF

Panama City

FL

27,348

28,824

$1,476.6

Hurlburt Field

AF

Mary Esther

FL

6,341

6,341

$1,434.1

Navy

Belle Chasse

LA

5,009

5,210

$807.9

AFG

New Orleans

LA

0

67

$126.80

NAS Pensacola

Navy

Pensacola

FL

2,296

5,809

$2,169.9

NAS Whiting Field Milton

Navy

Milton

FL

3,533

4,776

$616.1

Duke Field (Eglin Auxiliary Field 3)

AF

Crestview

FL

1,946

1,946

$319.1

Keesler Air Force Base

AF

Biloxi

MS

1,597

1,670

$2,161.9

AF

Biloxi

MS

114

114

$59.4

NAS JRB New Orleans
NAS JRB New Orleans

Keesler Training Annex 1
Saufley Field

Navy

Pensacola

FL

882

895

$255.3

Camp Rudder (Eglin Auxiliary Field 6)

AF

Holt

FL

855

855

$114.5

Cape San Blas Missile Tracking Annex D-3

AF

Port St. Joe

FL

831

831

$12.1

Gulfport-Biloxi Regional Airport

AFG

Gulfport

MS

11

267

$176.8

Dothan Regional Airport

AFG

Dothan

AL

0

21

$10.3

PRV (M)

Outlying fields, stagefields, basefields
Branch

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

NOLF Choctaw

Site

Navy

Navarre

FL

1,450

1,450

$79.3

Cairns Basefield

Army

Daleville

AL

1,326

1,326

$217.9

OLF Bronson

Navy

Pensacola

FL

967

1,098

$18.3

Barin Field

Navy

Foley

AL

763

818

$40.3

NOLF Santa Rosa

Navy

Milton

FL

738

738

$33.6

NOLF Holley

Navy

Navarre

FL

698

698

$32.9

NOLF Brewton

Navy

Brewton

AL

0

653

$37.2

NOLF Spencer

Navy

Pace

FL

640

640

$18.7

NOLF Summerdale

Navy

Summerdale

AL

565

567

$30.6

NOLF Evergreen

Navy

Evergreen

AL

136

444

$25.0

NOLF Wolf

Navy

Summerdale

AL

422

422

$32.7

NOLF Silverhill

Navy

Daphne

AL

400

400

$29.4

Shell Basefield

Army

Enterprise

AL

312

312

$48.8

10C Stagefield

Army

Fort Rucker

AL

180

180

$13.1

Toth Stagefield

Army

Dothan

AL

128

128

$15.6
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Other military bases
Branch

Site

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

PRV (M)

Camp Keller (De Soto)
Naval Construction Battalion Center Gulfport

Navy

Biloxi

MS

0

2,483

$17.6

Navy

Gulfport

MS

1,094

1,098

$1,002.4

Surface Warfare Center Panama City

Navy

Panama City

FL

630

678

$465.7

Corry Station

Navy

Pensacola

FL

674

674

$550.6

Stennis Space Center

Navy

Bay St. Louis

MS

347

347

$258.8

Housing
Branch

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

PRV (M)

NAS Pensacola Mariner Housing

Site

Navy

Pensacola

FL

0

147

$44.2

Whiting Pines

Navy

Milton

FL

0

98

$61.4

CBC Gulfport Sand Hill Housing

AF

Biloxi

MS

75

75

$48.1

CBC Gulfport Lakeside Housing

Navy

Pascagoula

MS

33

33

$39.4

Other properties
Site

Branch

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

PRV (M)

Army

Bay St. Louis

MS

0

4,214

$392.8

AF

Lynn Haven

FL

203

203

$40.1

Naval Support Activity New Orleans East Bank

Navy

New Orleans

LA

25

26

$300.2

Destin Moreno Point

Army

Destin

FL

1

14

$11.1

Mississippi AAP
Lynn Haven Defense Fuel Sup

Source: Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2012 Baseline (as of Sept. 30, 2011)

tively to encourage new mission elements to the
area. Regional officials act in coordination with
former military officers to attain goals.
In Harrison County, the city of Biloxi updated
its land ordinance to reflect new height restrictions around Keesler Air Force Base. The city of
Gulfport has similar zoning restrictions around
Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport to protect
Air National Guard activities. In addition, the
county holds an annual “Salute to the Military”
to show their support.
The Air Force plan to consolidate 12 commands into five and put Eglin’s 46th under the
purview of a general at Edwards Air Force Base,
Calif., was hatched in a struggling economy
amidst calls for cuts in military spending. The
Air Force and other branches of the military are
being pressed to take action to cut hundreds of
millions of dollars from their budgets and talk
has begun of convening the first Base Realignment and Closure Committee since 2005.

The task force, chaired by Northwest Florida’s
Dr. David Goetsch, has been asked to find ways
to promote, protect and grow missions at the
state’s bases. Saving the 46th Test Wing at Eglin
has been deemed the group’s first priority.
It is conceivable, if the region’s lawmakers,
local government officials and business promoters present an organized, disciplined front as a
nationwide consolidation effort becomes reality,
the Gulf Coast’s military footprint can grow
even larger when the next BRAC Commission
completes is work.
▫▫▫
1

GovernmentContractsWon.com

2

Study by UWF

3

Military publication of the Harrison County Development Commission
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Infinity Science Center photo
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Inspiring the new generation
With all the concern over
creating a new generation
of STEM-trained workers,
the Gulf Coast has taken
steps to answer the call...

Mississippi

Alabama
Florida

Louisiana

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

T

he inaugural truncated class at the new
National Flight Academy in Pensacola, Fla., was clearly excited about
their hands-on experience. Same, too,
the students who were invited to Infinity Science
Center near Stennis Space Center,to help harvest
a crop of lettuce grown and harvested as they
would in space.
Fun? Yes. Ulterior motive? For sure.
The National Flight Academy and Infinity are
just the latest additions to an uncoordinated but
nonetheless significant effort in the Gulf Coast
region to introduce a new generation to science
and technology in an entertaining, hands-on
fashion. Call it a Disney approach.
The two new learning centers join others museums and attractions in the region: The Air
Force Armament Museum’s Air Armament Institute in Fort Walton Beach, Fla., the Gulf
Coast Exploreum Science Center in Mobile,
Ala., the Audubon Aquarium of the Americas in
New Orleans and Gulfarium in Fort Walton
Beach, Fla., Naval Aviation Museum in Pensacola and later this year GulfQuest maritime museum in Mobile.
Patrick Scheuermann, director of Stennis
Space Center, points out that while the centers

By Duwayne Escobedo

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•

10 universities with main campuses in
the corridor, 5 more with operations
Growth seen in aerospace engineering,
industrial, systems engineering jobs
Alabama School of Math and Science
serves the state’s best and brightest
The CHOISE Career Academy in Fort
Walton Beach is a national model
University of Southern Mississippi a
national leader in polymer science

and attractions from Mississippi to Florida are
not linked together officially, they all target different fields in an effort to interest a new generation in STEM.
“They’re not repetitive; they’re all blended together on what they do distinctly,” he said. “It’s
incumbent upon us to go back and reiterate to
grade school students that none of this is outside
their reach.”
Infinity and the Academy are just the more
high-profile efforts to intrigue students. Other
efforts are taking place in schools and in businesses, and two federal organizations with a
stake in this region also have programs designed
to introduce youth to science, technology, engineering and math.
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National Flight Academy photo

The National Flight Academy at Naval Air Station Pensacola, Fla., from the outside gives no hint about what’s
inside. But within the building is a replica of the inside of an aircraft carrier. Students who attend the camp tackle
non-combat missions using science and math skills they learn in school.

All recognize that the United States is falling
further behind in graduating students with degrees in the science and technology fields, and
it’s particularly acute with the retirement of baby
boomers. It’s not just a matter of producing
more scientists, engineers and mathematicians,
but also workers comfortable with the activities
associated with STEM.

Renown astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson,
author of the new book “Space Chronicles: Facing the Ultimate Frontier,” applauds institutions
dedicated to helping transform today’s culture
into one that values science and math.
“In the 21st century, innovations in science
and technology are the foundations of tomorrow's economy,” he said in an NPR interview. “I
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could stand in front of eighth-graders and say,
‘Who wants to be an aerospace engineer so you
can design an airplane 20 percent more fuelefficient than the one your parents flew?’ That
doesn’t usually work. But if I say, ‘Who wants to
be an aerospace engineer to design the airplane
that will navigate the rarefied atmosphere of
Mars?’ because that's where we’re going next,
I’m getting the best students in the class. I’m
looking for life on Mars? I’m getting the best
biologist. I want to study the rocks on Mars? I’m
getting the best geologists.”
The ‘storm’

In September 2011, the Defense Department
released to Congress its annual report on the
nation’s industrial capabilities. It pointed out that
STEM-trained workers are retiring, and replacing them “could be challenging due to declining
interest in STEM as a career field, fewer STEM
college graduates, and poor math and science
proficiency in secondary education.”
Skills like protecting military satellite communications and intelligence payloads, “make the
issue of a declining STEM workforce even more
of a concern for the military space industrial
base.” If lost, it would be costly and time consuming to rebuild.
The National Academies’ report “Rising
Above the Gathering Storm” in 2005 warned
that if education leaders failed to take steps to
improve investments in science and technology,
the United States would continue to slip against
global competition. Five years later, “Rising
Above the Gathering Storm, Revisited: Rapidly
Approaching Category 5,” found the nation had
slipped further.
The United States ranks 48th in quality of
mathematics and science education, 27th among
developed nations in the proportion of college
students receiving undergraduate degrees in science or engineering, 20th in high school completion rate and 16th in college completion rate
among industrialized nations. Even worse, U.S.
students recently finished 25th in math and 17th

in science in the ranking of 31 countries by the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development.
Those numbers are more foreboding in light
of the projection that 60 percent of the new jobs
that will open in the 21st century will require
skills possessed by only 20 percent of the current
workforce. The U.S. may be short as many as
three million high-skills workers by 2018.
Two-thirds of those jobs will require at least
some post-secondary education. American universities, however, only award about a third of
the bachelor’s degrees in science and engineering
compared to Asian universities. Worldwide, the
United States ranks 17th in the number of science degrees it awards.
The need

During the September 2011 Aerospace Alliance Symposium in Sandestin, Fla., industry officials praised the Gulf Coast region’s cost of doing business and business-friendly attitude, but
said one of the best ways to help ensure the region’s future role in aerospace was to prepare
the future workforce.
“The question is always, where’s the workforce
coming from, and I can’t stress enough this idea
of you’ve got to have world-class public education in this region and a real strong concentration on STEM,” said David Trent, site manager
of the Airbus Engineering Center in Mobile, Ala.
“We suspect over the next 20 years that there
will be a demand for procurement of almost
26,000 new commercial aircraft in the world,”
said Trent, who said the company was attracted
to the region because of the infrastructure but
did bring in many engineers. Trent thinks it’s
important to reach children as early as the 5th
grade about the value of a STEM, and the financial rewards.
J.R. McDonald, vice president of Lockheed
Martin’s Northwest Florida operations, said his
company has a current and future need for people with science and technology degrees. It hires
5 percent of every engineering and technical stu-
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dent that graduates in the United States, up to
5,000 per year. Lockheed puts a lot of money
and effort into supporting science, technology,
engineering and math programs, even down to
middle school level to encourage students to enter the field.
Just a cursory look at company activities in this
region indicates the concern of Trent and
McDonald is well-founded. Consider this:
In Moss Point, Miss., Northrop Grumman
employees do intricate electronics finishing work
on Fire Scout unmanned aerial vehicles, and central fuselage work on variants of the Global
Hawk UAV.
In Ellisville, Miss., near Hattiesburg, GE Aviation will be building a plant to supply engine
parts. The company also operates the GE Batesville Composites Operation, where 20 percent of
the workers hold degrees.
In Mobile, Ala., Brookley Aeroplex is home to
the 1,500-worker ST Mobile Aerospace, which
performs aircraft maintenance and major aircraft
modifications on a wide range of aircraft.
Nearby, Airbus North American Engineering
Center performs design work. Teledyne Continental Motors employs about 450 workers in the
manufacture of piston engines, components and
ignition systems for general aviation.
In Foley, Ala., Goodrich Aerospace’s 730 employees provide build, repair and overhaul parts.
It’s expected to become a part of industry giant
United Technologies.
In Pensacola, Fla., is the Florida Institute for
Human and Machine Cognition. Since 1990 it
has earned worldwide attention for its robots,
artificial intelligence and novel, next generation
technology created by its leading researchers.
The University of Florida’s Research and Engineering Education Facility (REEF) near Fort
Walton Beach, Fla., focuses on developing micro
air vehicles equipped with nano-sensors and assisting on other U.S. Air Force research needs.
At Stennis Space Center, 34 percent of the
workforce has scientific/technical skills, 24 percent have business/professional, 22 percent

GulfQuest illustration

Mobile, Ala’s planned GulfQuest along the Mobile
River will have within its walls a replica of a cargo ship.
Exhibits will be designed to make learning about shipping and the Gulf of Mexico fun.

have skills in technical/crafts/production, 6 percent are clerical and 14 percent “other.” The
education level is also high: 5 percent have doctorates, 16 percent masters, 33 percent bachelors
and 11 percent associates. There are another 15
percent with “some college” and 19 percent with
high school diplomas.
At SSC, STEM needs go beyond NASA. It’s
home to a large concentration of oceanographers, meteorologists and marine scientists. Tenant agencies like the Navy, NOAA, EPA, Department of Homeland Security and more are
technology driven.
The Department of Defense runs several major defense laboratories in the region at Stennis
Space Center, Miss., Eglin Air Force Base, Fla.,
Tyndall Air Force Base, Fla., the Naval Surface
Warfare Center Panama City, Fla., and Corry
Station, Fla.
Heeding the call

Some see the national problem as an opportunity for the region to single itself out as a place
that embraces STEM. Indeed, the combined efforts of the local schools, states and federal outreach programs are reaching hundreds of teachers and many times more students. And while
more can always be done, it’s a substantial start.
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The four states with a piece of the I-10 region
can boast world-class research institutions and
university programs, and the I-10 region itself
has vocational training centers, public and private schools, museums and education centers
dedicated to improving the knowledge of science, technology, engineering and math from
elementary-aged to college-aged youth.
David Goetsch, former vice president of
Northwest Florida State College and currently
president of the Okaloosa County Economic
Development Council, takes pride over the region’s commitment to training in aerospace and
aviation careers starts early. Boys and girls at the
high school-level or even earlier can begin focusing on STEM at museums, academies and in
middle school and high school programs.
“There are numerous opportunities for aerospace industry training in our region,” said
Goetsch, who also serves as chairman of the
state military defense task force.
Those opportunities span the region with Fort
Walton Beach High School’s Aviation Academy
in Florida to Aviation Academies at Daphne
High School and Spanish Fort High School in
Alabama and Mississippi’s Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics Applications program for 9th grade students.
Gaining national acclaim is the CHOICE Career Academy developed in Fort Walton Beach,
which has served as a model. Its curriculum allows students to engage in hands-on, real-world
projects in science and math. The rigorous
course work and training provides students the
opportunity to simultaneously achieve high
school credit, college credit and industryrecognized certification.
Largely because of the success of CHOICE,
the Okaloosa County School District in Florida
was awarded $400,000 from the state to add a
new STEMM Middle School in Valparaiso. The
Valparaiso middle school is referred to as
STEMM because local educators decided to tie
medical studies in to the program.
The school will open in August with a class of
sixth-graders who have shown math and science

talent in elementary school. Additional grades
will be added each year. The STEMM Center
also will feature a teacher training center, the
district’s Engineer’s For America Program and
various labs established by outside companies.
“Gov. Rick Scott said that he was a proponent
of (STEM), and he put his money where his
mouth is,” says Shawnea Tallman, who is in
charge of the school district’s science curriculum. “I’m so excited about this. I think it’s just
going to allow us to do a better job.”
Like Florida, Mississippi also has developed a
number of programs to prepare students for
STEM occupations. Its Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics Applications for
9th grade students teaches them technology literacy, the design process, emerging technologies,
computer‐aided design, sustainable design and
technology, power and energy, robotics simulation, financial and economic literacy, and workplace skills for the 21st century.
The MDE’s Office of Career and Technical
Education has two career pathways that lead to
STEM occupations: engineering and polymer
science. There are 21 engineering program areas
and nine for polymer science. They are offered
in grades 10 through 12 at career and technical
centers throughout Mississippi. The curriculum
is written to industry standards to ensure the
content taught and equipment used is relevant.
In the Hancock County School District, a
STEM program was put in place last year that
requires every 9th grader to go through training
in engineering, robotics and polymer science.
More than 300 students completed the program
last year and this year more than 300 additional
students are taking the STEM-related classes.
“STEM education is very important to the future of Mississippi,” said Kendra L. Taylor, program supervisor for Technology Education and
STEM Cluster, Mississippi Department of Education. “Introducing students to STEM occupations will ensure a future workforce that can
compete globally.”
Role of higher education
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Those students, when they graduate from high
school, have ample higher-learning options.
Ten universities have their campuses in the I10 region, while another five have some type of
operation in the region. Many of them work together in cooperative research programs, and all
are involved in distance learning endeavors. Five
with campuses or operations here are among the
most research intensive in the nation.
The Mississippi State University’s National
Science Foundation Engineering Research Center in Starkeville offers bachelor’s, master’s and
doctoral degrees in aerospace engineering. The
university is also the home of Raspet Flight
Laboratory, which specializes in the design and
testing of materials to support rapid prototyping
for lighter weight aircraft.
The University of Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg is a national leader in the area of polymer science with is Polymer Research Institute.
It worked closely with GE Aviation on developing the polymer parts, a factor in the company’s
decision in 2008 to open a plant in Batesville.
“This is a textbook example of how state government linked with its universities can team
with private industry to create sophisticated
manufacturing technologies and products with
global impact,” said David Joyce, president and
CEO of GE Aviation at the facility’s opening a
few years ago. “Mississippi government and education leaders have been key in making this GE
facility a reality.”
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College is
among the top associate degree producers in
STEM programs in the United States, earning
recognition by the Aspen Institute College Excellence Program as one of the top 120 community colleges in the country.
In operation for a century, the community college works closely with industry on its engineering and science programs, as well as various
technical programs in electrical, machine tool,
instrumentation and drafting.
The school works closely with economic development officials and businesses, aerospace

Did you know?
•

•

•
•

•

•

U.S. students recently finished 25th in math and
17th in science in the ranking of 31 countries by
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development.
Women currently constitute 48 percent of the U.S.
workforce but hold just 24 percent of the U.S. jobs
in STEM.
Fewer than 15 percent of American engineers are
women.
60 percent of the new jobs that will open in the
21st century will require skills possessed by only 20
percent of the current workforce. The U.S. may be
short as many as three million high-skills workers
by 2018. Two-thirds of those jobs will require at
least some post-secondary education. American
universities, however, only award about a third of
the bachelor’s degrees in science and engineering
as Asian universities. Worldwide, the United States
ranks 17th in the number of science degrees it
awards.
The competitive edge of the U.S. economy has
eroded sharply over the last decade, according to a
new study by a non-partisan research group. The
report found that the U.S. ranked sixth among 40
countries and regions, based on 16 indicators of
innovation and competitiveness. They included
venture capital investment, scientific research,
spending on research, and educational achievement. The prestigious World Economic Forum
ranks the U.S. as No. 48 in quality of math and science education.
25 years ago, the U.S. led the world in high school
and college graduation rates. Today, the U.S. has
dropped to 20th and 16th.

Source: National Math + Science Initiative, Dallas, Texas, nationalmathandscience.org

and otherwise, to ensure they have the workers
they need. MGCCC does programs tailor-made
to meet the needs of specific companies. It assisted Northrop Grumman when it was developing its UAV center in Moss Point by providing
the company with a full-time, onsite workforce
trainer dedicated to quality assurance, lean
manufacturing and new hire orientation.

Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2012-2013 – 80

Chapter VI - Education/workforce

Universities
Institution

Main campus

Research intensity

New Orleans, LA

Bac/A&S

Tallahassee, FL (Panama City)

RU/VH

Louisiana State University and A&M College

Baton Rouge, LA

RU/VH

Loyola University New Orleans

New Orleans, LA

Master’s L

LSU-Health Sciences Center

New Orleans, LA

Spec/Med

Mississippi State University

Starkville, MS (SSC, Biloxi)

RU/VH

Southern University and A&M College

Baton Rouge, LA

Master’s L

Southern University New Orleans

New Orleans, LA

Master’s M

Tulane University

New Orleans, LA

RU/VH

Gainesville, FL (Shalimar)

RU/VH

University of Mississippi

Oxford, MS (SSC)

RU/H

University of New Orleans

New Orleans, LA

RU/H

Mobile, AL

RU/H

Hattiesburg, MS (Long Beach, others)

RU/H

Pensacola, FL

RU/H

New Orleans, LA

Bac/A&S

Dillard University
Florida State University

University of Florida

University of South Alabama
University of Southern Mississippi
University of West Florida
Xavier University

In Alabama, the Aviation Center at Brookley
Aeroplex in Mobile, has trained people for highskill, high-wage jobs since 1976. It boats a 9,000foot runway and has worked closely with state
economic development leaders since 1986 to
attract aerospace companies.
In Northwest Florida, the University of Florida’s Research and Engineering Education Facility (REEF) provides master’s and doctoral degrees and numerous certificate programs in aerospace, computer, electrical, industrial, mechanical and systems engineering.
In addition, the University of West Florida
offers engineering, electronics and computer
degrees that all support the aerospace industry.
All of the state colleges in Northwest Florida

offer the first two years of an aerospace engineering degree that can be completed at several
major Florida state universities.
The numbers for Northwest Florida show why
that’s so important. A key driver of Northwest
Florida’s economy is the large and growing aerospace and defense sector that accounts for up to
37,000 private sector and non-military government employees. Combined with the enlisted
personnel from the area’s seven military installations, the industry boasts a workforce of approximately 70,000.
In fact, a 2008 study by SRI International
“Florida’s Great Northwest A&D Cluster”
found that the Fort Walton Beach-CrestviewDestin area has the third highest concentration
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Science and learning centers
Site name

Location

Focus area

Stennis Space Center, MS

Earth and space science

National Museum of Naval Aviation

Pensacola, FL

naval aviation

National Flight Academy

Pensacola, FL

hands-on learning camp

Gulf Coast Exploreum Science Center

Mobile, AL

shipping and the Gulf of Mexico

Air Force Armament Museum

Shalimar, FL

aerial weaponry

Infinity Science Center

of aerospace engineers in the nation, edging out
San Jose and Los Angeles and behind only
Huntsville, Ala., and Melbourne, Fla.
Goetsch explains that supporting the industry’s education and workforce development
needs are his institution’s top priority.
“Few partnerships are so essential to the ongoing success of each partner as those established
between educational institutions and businesses,” said Goetsch. “Businesses depend on
education to provide their employees, supervisors, and leaders what they need in order to succeed in a competitive marketplace. Businesses
also depend on educational institutions for much
of the retraining and upgrading necessary to
keep their employees, supervisors, and managers
current and competitive. Educational institutions, in turn, depend on businesses to help keep
faculty and courses up to date, to provide competent part-time instructors and program advisors, and to provide financial resources.”

“Encouraging students to pursue STEM disciplines is so very important. It offers students
exciting job opportunities,” Leland Melvin,
NASA’s associate administrator for education,
said in a November 16, 2011 release. “For
NASA and the nation, building the STEM pipeline will ensure that we have a robust, high-tech
workforce for the future.”
NASA’s 10 centers reached a combined 9,977
educators and served 105,812 students through
2,939 programs between January 1, 2011 and
November 11, 2011. At Stennis Space Center
alone, between Jan. 1, 2011 and Nov. 11, 2011,
nearly 1,000 educators and 10,000 students were
served through 168 programs.
“STEM is very important,” said Katie Wallace,
education director at NASA SSC, who has read
the studies and is concerned about it.
In addition to its own outreach, NASA supports programs of others. One of the best
known is the FIRST program for middle and
high school students. FIRST, or For Inspiration
and Recognition of Science and Technology, was
Federal outreach
It’s not just the states and local areas that are founded in 1989 by inventor Dean Kamen.
South Mississippi students have regularly parresponding to the need. For NASA and the
Navy, ensuring there’s a pool of talent versed in ticipated. Gulfport High School Technology
Center’s Team Fusion was the first team in the
STEM is crucial, and both agencies have prostate and every year involves about 30 students.
grams to pique the interest of the next generaToday,
13 teams from Mississippi compete along
tion of workers. The National Aeronautics and
with teams from across the nation.
Space Administration, with a center at Stennis
A Brandeis University study compared FIRST
Space Center (SSC) and the Department of the
Navy, with operations across the Gulf Coast, are robotics competitors with non-FIRST students
with similar academic background and found
reaching students through several programs.
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FIRST students more than three times as likely
to major in engineering and 10 times as likely to
have had an apprenticeship, internship or co-op
job in their freshman year, and more than twice
as likely to expect to pursue a career in science
and technology.
The Navy, too, needs a STEM workforce.
One academic outreach, “Mission Ocean,” is
being offered in Mississippi during the 20122013 school year. The year-long submarinerelated science curriculum was developed by
Purdue University and focuses on science activities in a simulated submarine control room.
Like FIRST, participation in the Mission
Ocean program has produced statistically significant improvement in standardized test scores in
the content areas of science, mathematics and
social studies, according to officials.
Another program, SeaPerch, focuses on robotics. Sponsored by the Office of Naval Research
and managed by the Association for Unmanned
Vehicle Systems International Foundation, its
goal is to find the next generation of naval architects, marine engineers, naval engineers and
ocean engineers, priorities for the Navy.
SeaPerch trains educators to teach their students how to build an underwater Remotely Operated Vehicle (ROV). Students build the ROV
from a kit of low-cost parts, following a curriculum that teaches basic engineering and science
concepts with a marine engineering theme.
The training of teachers is done at no cost to
the school district. They participate in a two-day
program that carries continuing education or
professional development credits.
It’s the training of teachers that is a key component of NASA SSC’s outreach, officials said.
NASA SSC’s educator resource center specializes in providing training to teachers through 25
to 75 credit-bearing workshops per year. Wallace
estimates that NASA SSC reaches between 600
and 1,200 teachers a year through the workshops. Many of those teachers become advocates and spread the word to other teachers.

Those are the numbers that aren’t tabulated, but
are significant.
“We know that we reach even more than
what’s captured in our numbers,” Wallace said.
More to be done

Florida’s lawmakers took the extra step during
its Legislative session this year to promote
STEM education. It’s new law requires the State
Board of Education and the Board of Governors that oversee state universities to develop a
unified plan for K-20 that stresses outcomes in
STEM-related fields and to create a report on
the economic outcomes of various baccalaureate
degrees to be submitted with their legislative
budget requests. Among other things, it offers a
$15 million incentive annually to those institutions that are most successful in educating students who earn degrees in and become employed in technology fields.
Florida Senate President Don Gaetz, RNiceville, the former Okaloosa County School
District superintendent, championed the STEM
measure. He points to research that shows during the next 10 years 60 percent of new jobs in
Florida will require STEM skills. However, only
17 percent of degrees granted by Florida universities are in STEM fields.
“We need to tell the truth to families and to
students and provide them with opportunities to
get more relevant degrees relevant to the economy,” Gaetz said during debate on the bill.
“Now if they choose to get a degree in political
science or psychology or poetry that’s fine, but
we ought to tell them the truth about their
chances of getting a job.”
However, many business and education leaders demand that more be done when it comes to
preparing and recruiting people to work in aerospace-related fields. Government budget tightening during the current economic malaise has
forced some cutbacks at state colleges and universities. The University of West Florida and
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College
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would both like to add aerospace engineering
degrees to their programs, for instance.
Rick Harper points to a recent UWF Haas
Center for Business Research study that analyzed
education gaps that need to be plugged. Harper
heads the center as West Florida’s Office of
Economic Development and Engagement executive director. It found 12 percent of its students expressing interest in STEM programs and
job growth in aerospace engineering.
However, local Northwest Florida colleges and
universities do not have programs in this area;
thus the workers have to come from other parts
of the region, state or the nation,” he says.

Tad Ihns, founder and CEO of Avalex Technologies in Gulf Breeze, Fla., appreciates all the
efforts made to educate and train local workers.
However, he would also like for economic development organizations to assist aerospace
companies like his attract more electrical and
software engineers from outside the area.
“We need to have a concentrated effort to recruit talented, young workers that we need in the
area to fuel growth and high-wage jobs in our
aerospace and high-tech fields,” he says.
▫▫▫
1

“Florida’s Great Northwest A&D Cluster.” SRI International. 2008.

The flight academy

O

ne of the Gulf Coast’s educational centers nurturing future scientists and engineers is the National Flight Academy
at the National Naval Aviation Museum in Pensacola, Fla.
A century after naval flight began, the program’s first students started boarding a replica
aircraft carrier, “Ambition,” in weeklong sessions during 12 weeks between June 3 and Aug.
31. Tuition is $1,250 for the five-day program
and $600 for the 3-day program.
The students will become engaged in a hightech adventure that blends digital media, virtual
world game play and simulation technologies to
create an interactive, multi-sensory setting where
students solve real world problems in a fastpaced, immersive environment.
The $45 million National Flight Academy facility features 30 networked flight simulators.
That's the most you’ll find outside of the Department of Defense.
In this setting that Disney and Universal Studios helped to create, the young men and

women will be put in cockpits and challenged to
apply principles of science, technology, engineering and math to specific, non-combat missions.
For instance, they must calculate speed, fuel
supply, weight of relief supplies, weather forecasts and other factors while providing post
earthquake relief to a hard-hit country. They
must effectively use their resources to provide
the relief in a limited time and then think fast as
something unexpected happens like finding survivors in the water, so that they have to deviate
from their plan.
In all, the NFA plans to have a dozen compelling, experiential learning scenarios developed
for its young aviators.
“We are on the cutting edge of curriculum design in an immersive environment,” said Pamela
Northrup, the University of West Florida professional studies dean and consultant on the Flight
Academy project. “Students will be engaged the
moment they walk onto the Ambition.”
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