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Innovation centers on the rise
A new research center for
the Mobile Aeroplex is the
latest innovation magnet for
a region with more than
some might think...

Chapter at a glance
•
•
•

W

hen some of the best minds in
robotic research started competing a few years ago to see which
could create a robot that could
perform some difficult, human-like tasks, you
would expect to see MIT, Carnegie Mellon, Japan, NASA and a handful of others. You might
not have expected a team from Pensacola, Fla.
But the Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition (IHMC) has built an impressive
reputation as one of the world’s premiere research centers in the field of human-machine
cognition, artificial intelligence and robotics.
In the final challenge in California June 5-6,
IHMC’s humanoid-robot was second to a team
from South Korea. “Running Man” beat 22
other teams and won $1 million. It was the best
of all the teams from the United States.
IHMC is one of the more high-profile of the
research and applied technology operations
spread throughout the Gulf Coast Interstate 10
region between Southeast Louisiana and Northwest Florida.
As a group they have hundreds of scientists
and technicians doing multimillion-dollar cutting-edge research in a variety of fields. They’re
the type of activities that attract the best and the
brightest in science and engineering, a part of

By David Tortorano

•
•

R&D is a $465 billion enterprise deemed
a path to sustainable prosperity
Eglin AFB, NASA’s Stennis Space Center
major research sites for the region
Plans moving forward to create a new
aviation research center in Mobile
Robotics research center in Pensacola is
expanding its downtown footprint
Advanced materials, marine science
research also big in the region

the so-called creative class that help an area
compete for 21st century jobs.
In the Gulf Coast I-10 region, a dozen government and university organizations are involved in aerospace and aerospace-related fields.
Expertise ranges from engineering/design to
artificial intelligence, warhead technologies to
guidance technologies, space activities to unmanned vehicles, and from power systems to
remote sensing.
And those pockets of innovation are important for the future of the region interested in
creating industry clusters. R&D is a $465 billion
enterprise in the United States, according to the
2014 Global R&D Funding Forecast by Battelle
and R&D Magazine. The National Science
Foundation has said that investing in science
and engineering is considered an essential pathway to prosperity.1
In just the past few months, the Gulf Coast
region has shown its innovative muscle on multiple fronts:
•

On the west edge of the corridor at Stennis
Space Center, Miss., commercial space pow-
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•

•

•

erhouse SpaceX is doing R&D on a new
generation rocket engine that will one day lift
a massive rocket to Mars and beyond.
Scientists and technicians at Eglin Air Force
Base, Fla., are creating the mission data files
that will put the lethality in the F-35. Two
more labs for foreign partners will be built at
Eglin in 2015 and 2016.
Work is underway in Mobile, Ala., on a $25
million aviation innovation center at the Mobile Aeroplex that will include at least six
universities, with more expected.
Boeing has an arrangement with the University of Southern Mississippi where the school
will serve as a technology incubator for next
generation composite systems.

And those are just the most recent developments. There are multiple hot spots for research,
development, test and evaluation along the Gulf
Coast I-10 corridor.
In Northwest Florida, aerospace R&D is heavily tilted to military innovation. The largest in
terms of expenditures is at Eglin Air Force Base,
with more than 300 scientists and engineers involved in aerial weapons development. To the
east of Eglin in Panama City, both Tyndall Air
Force Base and the Naval Surface Warfare Center have R&D programs. The warfare center,
involved primarily in maritime-related R&D,
there are 700 scientists and technicians.
In South Alabama the presence of Airbus is
causing the development of commercial aviation
R&D. University of South Alabama officials in
2014 went to Europe to talk to Airbus officials
about engaging the university in research. In addition, the Mobile Airport Authority is moving
forward on the Alabama Aviation Innovation
and Research Center, not far from the Airbus
A320 assembly line. It will have facilities for universities to collaborate on research with the
aerospace industries (see page 58).
In South Mississippi and Southeast Louisiana,
the aerospace R&D is space-related. NASA’s

John C. Stennis Space Center (SSC) tests and
evaluates propulsion systems for NASA and
commercial space companies. It also has an office dedicated to finding real-world applications
for NASA’s Earth science research. Of some
5,000 workers at SSC, about 30 percent are involved in science and engineering fields.
Forty miles away in Louisiana, NASA’s Michoud Assembly Facility in New Orleans is
home to the National Center for Advanced
Manufacturing, which is doing cutting-edge
work on building large aerostructures. The
welder at Michoud is the world’s largest.
North of the I-10 corridor in Hattiesburg,
Miss., the University of Southern Mississippi has
a solid reputation for advanced materials research, much of it of interest to aerospace.
In addition, while the aerospace region covered in this report spans the area between New
Orleans and Panama City, it could be argued that
the Greater I-10 research corridor extends west
to Baton Rouge, home of Louisiana State University, and east to Tallahassee, home of Florida
State University and the National High Magnetic
Field Office. FSU operates the Florida Center
for Advanced Aero-Propulsion Systems in Tallahassee and the High-Performance Materials Institute, both important to aerospace.
Aerial weaponry

Aerial weapons development at Eglin is an
R&D staple of the Gulf Coast region. The dollars expended varies from year to year, but in
fiscal year 2013 the total for Eglin’s R&D expenditure was $601.1 million. Only 17 universities in
the United States2 and eight of 39 federally
funded research centers3 spend more each year.
Eglin is home to the Air Force Research Laboratory/Munitions Directorate (AFRL/RW) and
the joint Air Force and Navy Armament Directorate. They’re responsible for the development
and management of a host of conventional aerial
weapons. AFRL/RW develops conventional airlaunched weapons to attack fixed, mobile/

Photo page 50: “Running Man” prepares June 6 for robotic competition. The IHMC humanoid robot placed 2nd.
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Advanced Guided Weapon Testbed Control Room at
AFRL/RW at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla..

control. It works closely with defense companies, including international partners, who use
AFRL facilities at Eglin.
The Armament Directorate is a joint Air
Force/Navy organization responsible for cradleto-grave management of air dominance weapons
programs. It designs, develops, produces, fields,
and sustains a family of air-to-ground and air-toair munitions. These multibillion-dollar systems
include the Joint Direct Attack Munition, Joint
Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile, Small Diameter
Bomb, Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air
Missile, Miniature Air Launched Decoy and a
host of other specialized programs.5
Just outside Eglin in Shalimar, the University
of Florida has several engineering activities that
work with the Air Force. The UF Research and
Engineering Education Facility (REEF) was created in 1969 to provide engineering research and
education in support of Eglin and the surrounding technology community. It offers advanced
degree programs and courses in mechanical,
aerospace, electrical, computer, industrial and
systems engineering.
In Fort Walton Beach the Doolittle Institute
was created in 2012 to create an innovative environment for bringing together the best minds in
industry, academia and government to find solutions to science and technology challenges. It has
5,600 square feet of space and meeting rooms
designed to foster innovation and collaboration.
At Tyndall Air Force Base to the east of Eglin,
the forte is air dominance training of F-22 Raptor pilots, and the training of battle managers,
intelligence personnel and air traffic controllers.
But it’s also involved in aerial weapons testing.
One of the 30 tenant groups is the 53rd Weapons Evaluation Group, which manages offshore
weapons ranges in the Gulf of Mexico. Assets
include target drones ranging from sub-scale to a
fleet of QF-4 and more recently QF-16s.

relocatable, air and space targets. It conducts
basic research, exploratory development, advanced development and demonstrations for
weapons used against air, land and space targets.
It also participates in programs focused on technology transfer, dual-use technology and small
business development.4
Areas of weapons development include air
dominance missiles, close controlled strike, hard
and deeply buried targets and long range strike.
Weapons can be delivered day/night and in all
weather. The lab also focuses on STEM education at area high schools and middle schools, and
has an active college internship program.
Eglin’s AFRL operation has 13 outlying facilities, about 330,000 square feet stretching over
several hundred acres. Core competencies include munition system effects, fuze technologies, Space RDT&E
damage mechanisms, energetic materials, muniWhen commercial space company SpaceX in
tions aerodynamics, guidance/navigation and
the fall of 2013 said it would use Stennis Space
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NASA illustration

Illustration of the Space Launch System taking off from the launch pad.

Center for R&D on its next generation Raptor
engine, it was a coup for the region. It added
another commercial company to the list of commercial ventures using SSC facilities to further
their space ventures. And since the commercial
side of the equation is where growth is expected,
that was a big deal for SSC.
SSC is where NASA has tested large rocket
engines for its space programs since the 1960s,
and its continuing that mission today. It’s where
the RS-25 engines that will power NASA’s Space
Launch System (SLS) are being tested, as well as
where the J-2X engines, also targeted for eventual use in the SLS, was tested. SSC is the largest
and most capable of NASA’s rocket engines test
sites, the last place in the country where fullscale engines or whole stages can be tested 24/7.
SSC facilities include the A, B, and E test complexes for propulsion testing that ranges from
components to stages. The new A-3 test stand,
originally built for the canceled Constellation
program, is able to simulate altitudes of up to
100,000 feet and officials expect it will eventually
be used, perhaps by commercial ventures. In
mid-May, NASA issued a request for informa-

tion seeking companies that might want to use
four underutilized test facilities at Stennis, including the never-used $350 million A-3. The
request could lead to additional space companies
coming to the region.
Also at SSC is the Rocket Propulsion Test
Program Office, NASA’s authority for rocket
propulsion assignments and management. The
mission of the program is to manage NASA’s
four rocket propulsion test asset sites, activities
and resources, to advance test technologies and
reduce propulsion test costs.
To the west of SSC in New Orleans is Michoud Assembly Facility, where large aerostructures have been built for NASA since the 60s.
For NASA’s SLS program Michoud is where the
core stage of the rocket is being built, as well as
the Orion crew capsule that will carry astronauts
further into space than ever before.
One of the significant capabilities at Michoud
is the world’s largest spacecraft welding tool at
Michoud’s Vertical Assembly Center. The 170foot tall, 78-foot wide structure is being used to
build the more than 200-foot-tall core stage of
NASA’s SLS. That stage will store cryogenic liq-
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uid hydrogen and liquid oxygen that will feed the
SLS’s four RS-25 engines. The welding tool joins
domes, rings and barrels to complete the core
stage. It also will be used to perform evaluations
on the completed welds.
Although doing work for NASA remains the
primary function of both SSC and Michoud,
both offer their facilities to commercial companies and actively court private ventures.
The numbers show why.
The United States outspends all other nations
combined when it comes to space, spending
$64.63 billion in 2010, 74 percent of the global
total.9 The global space economy has had a multi
-year string of growth since 2007, increasing almost $20 billion in activity from 2009 to a total
activity of over $276 billion in 2010, according
to the Pentagon.
According to the 2013 edition of The Space Report by the Space Foundation, the global space
economy grew to $304.31 billion in commercial
revenue and government budgets in 2012, reflecting growth of 6.7 percent from the 2011
total of $285.33 billion. Commercial activity,
space products and services and commercial infrastructure, drove much of this increase. From
2007 through 2012, the total has grown by 37
percent. Commercial space products and services revenue increased 6.5 percent since 2011,
and commercial infrastructure and support industries increased by 11 percent.
Involvement in both the federal and commercial sides of the multibillion-dollar space enterprise makes sense. While NASA’s programs rely
on funding provided by Congress, the commercial field is more open-ended and can venture
into activities not on NASA’s agenda, like the
still-developing space tourist industry. The Aerospace Industries Association estimated that in
2015 space will be a $52.3 billion piece of the
aerospace industry in the United States.
Michoud is where Lockheed Martin is building
the composite structure for the space-bound
Dream Chaser winged commercial space vehicle.

Both SSC and Michoud offer commercial
companies the advantage of employing the underutilized NASA facilities. They have excess
capacity and with space flight costs so high, that
could provide a savings hard to pass up. In addition to idle facilities, SSC and MAF both have
thousands of acres available for development.
Geospatial operations

The Gulf Coast region has substantial activities
in remote sensing and geospatial applications,
the tools that provide the eyes and ears of aircraft, notably for the vehicles in the growing
field of unmanned aerial systems.
SSC is home to the Applied Science and Technology Project Office, which uses NASA’s Earth
science assets to focus on the health of the Gulf
of Mexico and coastal areas. NASA’s Earth science work over the years has attracted scores of
remote sensing companies, most in the business
of finding new applications. 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.
The initiative 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 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.10
Also at SSC is the Center of Higher Learning,
a consortium that focuses on remote sensing and
geographic information systems, high performance computing and visualization and scientific
computing. Members of CHL are the University
of Southern Mississippi, Mississippi State University, University of New Orleans and Pearl
River Community College.
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CHL conducts research and provides technical
training and higher educational opportunities for
SSC workers. It has a GIS and Remote Sensing
Laboratory, High Performance Visualization
Center and High Performance Computing and
Algorithms Laboratory.
Mississippi State University Engineering Research Center—GeoResources Institute includes
the Remote Sensing Technologies Center, Mississippi’s Water Resources Research Institute,
the Computational Geospatial Technologies
Center and the Visualization, Analysis and Imaging laboratory. It works with government, commercial, and public interests to research, develop, and validate computational geospatial information products. It also helps apply those
products to terrestrial, hydrologic, oceanic, and
atmospheric processes.
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 surveys using airborne
lidar bathymetry 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 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.
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 in Hattiesburg. It’s home to the Institute of
Surface Coatings, Mississippi Polymer Institute,
Polymer Science Research Center, and Response
-Driven Polymeric Films Center.
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 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
non-destructive 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.
Also Michoud houses the National Biodynamics Laboratory, operated by the University of
New Orleans. It conducts biodynamics and human factors research to enhance performance
and prevent injury to human beings when they
are exposed to external forces, motions, and accelerations such as those encountered in aircraft,
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ships, automobiles, offshore oil structures and
other moving platforms imposing stress.
The research makes use of such devices as acceleration sleds, a ship-motion simulator, vibration equipment and desensitization devices.
Robotics

One of the most exciting fields with huge implications for the aerospace industry is robotics
and the related fields of artificial intelligence and
human and machine interface. It seems that not
a day goes by without something new.
“Sometimes I think what’s most fun about
working in robotics is that we are practically inventing the field every day,” said Jerry Pratt, a
senior research scientist at the Florida Institute
for Human and Machine Cognition in Pensacola,
Fla. Pratt should know. He holds four patents
on robotic inventions and was recently named to
Tampa’s Florida Inventors Hall of Fame.
For unmanned aerial vehicles, it’s military uses
that have received the most publicity. In April
2015, a Northrop Grumman X-37B drone was
successfully refuel with an aerial tanker. It was
just the latest for an aircraft that in May 2013
successful catapulted from the Nimitz-class carrier USS George H.W. Bush and two months later
made an autonomous arrested landing.
Considering that naval aviators are called the
best in the world because they can land on a
moving carrier says a lot about the level of capability being built into robot aircraft. That a manmade machine with the right software can master something that takes years for a human to
accomplish makes it very clear we’re fully engaged in the age of the robot.
These capable machines are known by a variety of names: unmanned aerial systems (UAS),
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV), drones and
remotely piloted aircraft. They are part of the
broad field of robotics, itself a big industry that’s
seen robots enter everyday life, first in factories,
now in homes. 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 humans can’t go,
whether on a distant planet or the ocean floor.
The Gulf Coast is a key player. Northrop
Grumman builds portions of Global Hawk and
Fire Scout drones in Moss Point, Miss.
One hot spot for UAVs is near Hattiesburg,
Miss., at Camp Shelby. It’s home of the Army
National Guard’s $48 million regional UAV
flight center, which opened in 2012. Guard, Reserve and active duty personnel use the military
air space to fly Puma, Raven and Shadow UAVs.
Near Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., work is continuing to develop the 45,000 square-foot
Autonomous Vehicle Center at the University of
Florida’s Research and Engineering Education
Facility in Shalimar.
Hurlburt Field is home of an Air Force Reserve Command MQ-1 Remote Split Operation
squadron. The primary mission of an MQ-1
RSO squadron is to support the MQ-1 Predator
aircraft operations for close air support, air interdiction and ISR.
At Stennis Space Center, Miss., special forces
use a variety of unmanned aerial vehicles in their
training in the heavily wooded areas around the
Pearl River.
▫▫▫
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A2IRc a new foothold in aviation R&D

R

oger Wehner clearly enjoys talking about
the project taking shape a block away in
a 1940s-era building. He speaks with the
passion of a true believer in the importance of
research and innovation to the future of the
aerospace industry in the region.
Small wonder. A veteran economic development professional, Wehner is executive director
of the Mobile Airport Authority, and once lived
in research-focused Huntsville, a city in north
Alabama that owes its reputation as a technology
hot spot to research and innovation.
What has Wehner excited is the new 80,000
square-foot research center that will open in
2016 at the Mobile Aeroplex. It’s a significant
ripple effect from the Airbus decision in 2012 to
build A320 jetliners in Mobile.
The Alabama Aviation Innovation and Research Center, called A2IRc and pronounced
“air,” is being created in a building that once
served as the Brookley Air Force Base commander’s office. When it’s up and running, it will
be where the best and brightest from a variety of
disciplines in academia and industry collaborate
on research projects with implications for the
aerospace industry.

Right now Building 14 and its brick façade
looks more like something you might find in a
war zone. Abandoned in the pre-BRAC days, it
has seen better days. But you’ll also see clear
signs the cleanup has begun, the first step in a
transformation.
The building is on Broad Street, across from
Continental Motors and north of the site of the
Airbus A320 final assembly line. The phase one
renovation involves a complete makeover of the
three joined buildings. It will create space for six
university participants, along with related offices
and lab space, collaboration rooms and at some
point an incubator.
That in itself would be significant, but much
more is in the works. Behind the 80,000 square
foot project is another 260,000 square feet of
connected building space, much of it former
warehouse space. An aerospace supplier has already committed to 40,000 square feet at the
north end, furthest away from Broad Street, and
the space right next door is expected to go to
another aviation company. The space between
those operations and the education facilities will
become a part of the brand new $25 million
A2IRc complex.
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Wehner said they took lessons from other areas that were successful in creating industrial
clusters.
“What we found that was positively correlated
with success was a holistic workforce development model and bringing the research and innovation capacity to bear at the site of the project,
at the heart of the cluster,” he said.
In Greenville, S.C., is the Clemson University
International Center for Automotive Research,
which occupies five buildings on a 250-acre
campus and represents a $250 million investment. CU-ICAR, launched in 2003, is an advanced technology research campus where academia, industry and government organizations
collaborate on automotive research. A key participating industry is BMW.
Near Richmond, Va., is the 62,000 square-foot
Commonwealth Center for Advanced Manufacturing, a collaborative research facility designed
to accelerate the transfer of lab innovations to
manufacturing production lines. It has computational and engineering research labs, high bay
production space, tooling for research in surface
engineering and much more. Its 28 members
include the University of Virginia, Virginia Tech,
Virginia State University, Old Dominion University, and Virginia Commonwealth University,
Airbus, Rolls-Royce and NASA’s Langley Research Center.
“But here’s what we got out of both of them,”
said Wehner about CU-ICAR and CCAM. “The
number one thing the companies like the most
about it is the ability to access intellectual capital.
So our model is, I’m not as concerned from the

outset that these universities are doing cuttingedge research on the most compelling problems
to aerospace today.
“What I am concerned about, and I think
that’s industry-wide, they want access to the best
and brightest kids they can get their hands on,
interact with them, cherry pick the best and
brightest, get them into the fold to help them
solve problems,” Wehner said.
Industries eventually will have a lot of talent at
A2IRc to cherry pick.
Bishop State Community College, the University of Alabama, Auburn University, the University of South Alabama, Tuskegee University and
Troy University all will have a presence at the
center, and no doubt other academic institutions
will follow.
“So they’ll all invest in a common space here
that at the very least is a home away from home.
At the core it’s a consortium,” said Wehner.
Bishop State was the first partner and plans to
use its 2,000 square-foot operation for its Computer-Aided Design (CAD) program. It’s partnered with Dassault Systems of France to offer
Computer-Aided Three Dimensional Interactive
Application (CATIA), the standard software
program for aerospace engineers created by Dassault, which is a research partner at CU-ICAR.
“We have a lot of CAD operators, but not
CATIA,” said Wehner about the area. This capability at A2IRc will change that, allowing CAD
operators to upgrade their skills. “They want to
be part of this,” Wehner said about Dassault.
Part of the cluster strategy is to help make participating companies more globally competitive,
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whether that means creating new materials, better engines or packing materials. That’s why
A2IRc will take a multidisciplinary approach. If a
university wants to participate because they view
ergonomic design in manufacturing as an opportunity for them to contribute, that’s the goal.
“We’re open to all dimensions of innovation
and research,” Wehner said.
In addition to the universities and the lab
space, part of Building 14 will be used by Airbus
to create the American Aviation Experience
Center, a Celebration of Aviation in America.
The science center is scheduled to open sometime next year.
Plans call for a state-of-the-art aerospace exhibition/educational center celebrating the past,
present and future of American aviation and in-

novation. The idea is to create “an emotional
connection with the U.S. aerospace industry.”
It will have hands-on activities, interactive exhibits, participatory tours and more, targeted for
students, families, customers, business leaders
and elected officials. It will also be the starting
point for tours, public and private, of the A320
assembly line. It will also have classrooms, labs
and workshops that will allow for collaboration
between elementary, high school and college students.
- David Tortorano
(Illustrations courtesy of the Mobile Airport Authority.
Commanders Building Concept by Hatch Mott MacDonald Alabama, LLC)
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IHMC like Disneyland for scientists

W

alking through the Florida Institute
for Human and Machine Cognition
headquarters in downtown Pensacola,
Fla., is like walking into a Disneyland for scientists. Everywhere you look there are high-tech,
next-generation gadgets. The real-world research
here to enhance human capabilities is almost
magical to the non-scientist.
Now the research institution is undergoing an
$8 million expansion that’s expected to be completed by February 2016.
“We're eager now to get this building built and
keep growing in Pensacola,” said IHMC CEO
Ken Ford.
The three-story, 30,000-square-foot building
will consolidate research and administrative
functions currently done at four downtown sites
into the main campus at 40 South Alcaniz Street
and allow future growth.
The building's brick facade will fit in with the
old brick warehouses that dominated the area
while serving the nearby port. The first floor of
the new building will have research labs, including an expanded Robotics Lab.
The second floor will feature a glass-walled
observation area for public tour groups and others to observe the Robotics Lab safely and without interfering with the work. The third floor
will hold additional offices, conference rooms
and research space.
Ford launched IHMC in 1990 as part of the
University of West Florida. It grew and in 2004
became a statewide research facility. It performs
from $12 million to $15 million in research each
year, and has an impressive reputation. It’s attracted some of the best minds in the country to
work on research into robotics, artificial intelligence and human and machine interaction.
Today it has 16 senior research scientists, associate directors and CEO, all Ph.D. holders in
science or engineering; eight research scientists;
25 research associates; six research assistants and

IHMC illustration

IHMC is expanding with a new three-story building.

junior technical staff; 11 visiting research scholars and 17 students and interns. But the numbers
vary, especially the students and interns.
One of its latest achievements is the program
it created for the Atlas humanoid robot for the
U.S. Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency Robotics Challenge. The DARPA challenge is designed to further development of robots capable of assisting humans in responding
to natural and man-made disasters. For the competition, DARPA created tasks that tests mobility, manipulation, dexterity, perception, and operator control mechanisms.
In two competitions against the world’s top
robotics development teams, the IHMC team
landed in first place in the initial challenge using
computer simulations, and second the December
2014 challenge using the robot. The IHMC team
came in 2nd in the final challenge in Pomona,
California, winning a $1 million prize.
The robotics research is only one of hundreds
of projects undertaken at IHMC, such as exoskeletons to help paralyzed people walk, work
with NASA to develop an improved lunar lander
vehicle, flight control panel displays and a robot,
HexRunner, that set a 33 mph land speed record
for a legged robot.
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