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About us
Despite the quality newspapers and television stations in
this region, none is in a position to tell a story about the
broader region’s aerospace activities. Each, understandably,
is focused on providing local news to a local audience. But
several reporters, current and former, knew there was a
story to be told about the region’s aerospace activities. The
Gulf Coast Reporters’ League was formed to tackle the project.

Methodology
Members of the Gulf Coast Reporters’ League approached the
topic in typical newsroom fashion. They brainstormed
about the stories that should be pursued and made
adjustments along the way. Some ideas were dropped,
others were added.
The team critiqued each other’s work, then went to
newspaper editors and reporters not tied to the project to
provide reviews. Underwriters were approached near the
end of the project and had no part in story selection or the
finished product. Findings are those of the authors.
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I-10 corridor as a microcosm

A

ny region that wants jobs with good
wages and a secure future drools at the
prospect of having a piece of the $219
billion aerospace industry.
It’s such an appealing industry that several
states in the Southeast joined forces to back
EADS’ bid to create a multimillion-dollar aircraft assembly plant in Mobile, Ala. They knew
the impact would go well beyond the immediate and spinoff jobs. They saw it as a watershed
event, like the Mercedes-Benz’ decision in 1993
to establish a manufacturing plant in Alabama.
The region lost the bid to build Air Force
tankers, but the process brought a spotlight on
the significant and widespread aerospace activities in the South. Lockheed Martin builds F-22
Raptors and C-130J transports in Marietta, Ga.,
and South Carolina will build Boeing 787s, if
the company can overcome objections of the
union and the National Labor Relations Board.

U.S. aerospace industry
Sales (est. 2011)
Work force (2010)

$219.16 billion
624,200

Source: Aerospace Industries Association

Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi and Florida
all can lay claim to significant aerospace activities. There’s the massive aerospace cluster in
Huntsville and Decatur, Ala., one of the largest
in the nation, the growing aviation region
around the Golden Triangle of east central
Mississippi, Florida’s Space Coast and the multi
-state aerospace region along the Interstate 10
corridor, just to name a few.
It’s that multi-state corridor that’s the focus
of this book, in part because it’s the one aerospace cluster in the region that includes a piece
of all four states. The Florida state line is less
than 144 miles from the Louisiana state line.
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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 something of a
•
microcosm of the aerospace activities found in
all four states.
The idea wasn’t just to catalogue what’s in the
12-county/parish corridor, but to put those
activities into context -- to see how it all fits
together.
Among other things, the reporting team
•
found the following:
•

The region has a heavy concentration of
military bases and Coast Guard activities,
with three of the bases among the most
valuable in the United States in terms of
replacement value. Most of the bases are
involved in some aspect of aviation. The
bases occupy more than 700,000 acres
along the Gulf Coast, with aviation activities ranging from pilot training to aerial
weapons development. The military’s huge
complex trains tens of thousands of students each year who earn wings or learn

•

technical skills, including cyber security
training.
Military activities bring billions each year
into the region through payroll, contracting
and other activities. Some 3,400 companies
in 12 Gulf Coast counties and parishes were
awarded $47 billion in DoD contracts between 2000 and 2010.
The region is part of an exclusive club that
has a National Aeronautics and Space Administration presence. One of the 10 NASA
centers is located in the region, and a
NASA manufacturing center is 40 miles
away. The region could benefit from
NASA’s push to move more of its activities
to the private sector.
Aerospace is a target industry for Alabama,
Mississippi and Florida, and Louisiana has
targeted advanced manufacturing. Local
economic development groups have also
targeted aerospace, and state and local leaders have joined in regional alliances to pur-
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sue the aerospace industry.
Aerospace activities at a Glance
•

The region is served by six commercial airports and multiple non-commercial, longrunway airports, allowing easy access to the
western, central and eastern portions of the
corridor. 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. China’s
AVIC is the newest entrant 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, Mississippi Gulf Coast
Community College, is among the top associate degree producers in STEM (science,
technology, engineering and math) programs in the United States.

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

players. One base alone 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,
propulsion 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.

•

Aerospace and technology parks have been
established or are developing across the
region, including a 3,900-acre park at Sten-

There are multiple technology transfer offices and business incubators across the
region. A new group, 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

Rocket and jet engine testing
Rocket engine, satellite production
Piston engine assembly
Unmanned aerial system 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
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nis 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.

deep and widespread, and cover a large assortment of fields.
The region along the Interstate 10 corridor
has built its aviation infrastructure over the past
100 years, and owes much of its growth to military and space flight endeavors of the federal
government.
• Brookley Aeroplex in Mobile, Ala., has
Today the Gulf Coast’s aerospace footprint
been focusing on aerospace activities for
includes federal and commercial space activiyears. It has been a finalist three times for
ties, aerial weapons development, unmanned
major aircraft plants. It was chosen by one
aircraft production, aircraft parts and avionics
foreign company, but economic problems
manufacturing, military aviation activities, and
in that country forced the cancelation of the R&D that includes three detachments from two
project. It was also a finalist for a Boeing
highly regarded military research laboratories.
plant, and was chosen by EADS to build
Three of four states with a piece of the I-10
tankers. That project died when the Air
aerospace corridor have targeted aerospace, a
Force awarded the contract to Boeing. An- lucrative market in the United States, with sales
other site in Hancock County, Miss., has
expected to top $219 billion in 2011. It involves
been a finalist for aircraft plants twice.
everything from Earth-bound flights to voyages
into deep space. The fourth state, Louisiana,
• States and local areas have workforce prohas targeted advanced manufacturing, aerograms to train blue and white collar workers space and non-aerospace alike.
for the aerospace and related industries.
Local economic development professionals
Many of the programs are company spealong the Gulf Coast have also targeted the incific. Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi and
dustry, and have formed cross-border alliances
Florida are right-to-work states.
to pursue aviation. One reason for cooperation
is the recognition that a large aerospace activity
• According to a study, the Fort Walton
in any part of the I-10 region is likely to have a
Beach-Crestview-Destin MSA in Florida
spillover impact on nearby areas.
has the third highest concentration of aeroThe cooperation is in part because aerospace
space engineers in the nation behind Hunts- pay is generally higher than other industries,
ville, Ala., and Melbourne, Fla.
and has room for workers ranging from skilled
blue collar production line workers to white
• High schools in the region have programs
collar engineers. Aerospace also relies on sevtargeting aerospace, advanced materials and eral complementary industries, like advanced
geospatial career fields. A career academy in materials and sensor technologies.
Northwest Florida allows students to enThe federal aerospace activities, both NASA
gage in real-world projects in science and
and the military, have poured billions into the
math to achieve high school and college
Gulf Coast. Personnel at the mix of bases, aviacredit and industry-recognized certification. tion and non-aviation, receive better-thanIt’s become a national model.
average paychecks, and the facilities spend billions buying services locally, from construction
Those are just some of the findings in what
work to defense equipment. In 2010 alone,
amounted to a long list. The authors found that contractors in the 12 counties/parishes were
the Gulf Coast region’s aerospace activities are awarded 6,225 contracts totaling $3.97 billion.
Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 9
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The federal military and space activity led to
another, lesser known pillar of the Gulf Coast
aerospace corridor: research, development, test
and evaluation. The region has a piece of the
nation’s $397.6 billion R&D enterprise, with
federal, university and private companies all involved. Florida’s Eglin Air Force Base alone
spends more on research each year than many
of the nation’s foremost universities. There are
also aerospace-related research and applied
technology activities, notably advanced materials
and remote sensing/geospatial technologies.
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.
With a population that’s decidedly promilitary and political leaders who support the
military, the region has gained more than it’s
lost from base closings. Every branch of the
military, active duty and reserve, is represented,
as is the Department of Homeland Security’s
U.S. Coast Guard.
Looking beyond aerospace, the businessfriendly 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-to-work states, considered by some to be a major plus.
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 marketplace. Indeed,
while much of the country frets over jobs moving off shore, the Gulf Coast has been a beneficiary of what some call “insourcing.”
The Gulf Coast Aerospace 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.
But no area is perfect, and that’s the case with
the Gulf Coat region. There remain issues with
insurance as a result of the hurricanes that have
hit the region. And educational attainment has
been a concern for years. Federal data, admittedly dated, shows the number of high school
graduates and degree-holders as a proportion of
the population to be below the national average.
But caution must be taken in viewing those
county-wide figures. The numbers go up when
individual cities are considered. Pensacola, Fla.,
for example, has a higher proportion of high
school graduates in the population and a significantly higher number of people with college
degrees, 32.4 percent compared to the nation’s
24.4 percent. Mobile, Ala., too, has higher numbers than the national average. Individual
schools also have singled themselves out for
their academic achievements.
And while the military has been and 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, RNiceville, 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
May 2011
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County/parish snapshots
Counties/parishes
and states

Square miles

Population
(2010)

People per sq.
mile (2010)

% H.S grads
(2005-09)

% Bachelors
Degree (2005-09)

Orleans, LA

180.56

343,829

1,904.2

81.5

29.3

St. Tammany, LA

854.15

233,740

273.7

88.2

30.2

Hancock, MS

476.88

40,692

90.1

77.9

17.3

Harrison, MS

580.98

181,191

326.3

80.3

18.4

Jackson, MS

726.90

132,922

180.8

81.0

16.5

Mobile, AL

1,233.09

412,992

334.9

82.1

19.7

Baldwin, AL

1,596.35

182,265

114.2

87.5

26.6

Escambia, FL

662.35

297,619

449.3

86.1

23.7

1,016.93

151,372

148.9

87.4

23.9

935.63

180,822

193.3

90.5

27.5

1,057.56

55,043

52.0

83.6

24.9

763.68

168,852

221.1

85.8

20.2

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

Private non-farm
establishments
(2008)

Private non-farm
employment
(2008)

% change private
non-farm employment 2000-2008

Manufacturers
shipments 2007

Orleans, LA

8,193

149,286

-28.4

$3,088,945,000

St. Tammany, LA

5,944

69,095

33.4

$436,331,000

Hancock, MS

751

10,673

7.0

*

Harrison, MS

4,244

72,555

-9.2

*

Jackson, MS

2,388

46,270

8.5

*

Mobile, AL

9,238

161,755

3.4

$12,407,151,000

Baldwin, AL

5,006

56,124

26.1

$1,410,273,000

Escambia, FL

6,889

103,376

-3.0

$2,117,030,000

Santa Rosa, FL

2,574

22,066

23.9

$74,894,000

Okaloosa, FL

5,154

60,644

4.0

$656,730,000

Walton, FL

1,767

17,026

84.2

*

Bay, FL

4,664

59,960

11.2

$1,254,295,000

* Suppressed to avoid disclosure of confidential information
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, QuickFacts. (Updated June 2011)
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Seaside, Fla.

New Orleans

Fairhope, Ala.

A wealth of choices

K

en Ford, founder and CEO of the In- May 2011 column about his interview with a
stitute for Human and Machine Cog- scientist Ford had hired. The scientist said that
nition in Pensacola, Fla., knows that
in terms of restaurants, diversity and livable urone way to attract top scientists to his high-tech ban landscape, he saw Pensacola as “a small
operation is to have them see
version of Boston.”
Pensacola
Beach,
Fla
first-hand the amenities of
But affordable.
downtown Pensacola. It’s one of
It’s a tale told many times.
the oldest cities in the United
Some years ago, the CEO of a
States, and IHMC is in the city
high-tech advanced materials
center on the edge of the historic
company from California moved
district. Everything is in walking
his firm to Hancock County,
distance – the bay, the parks, the
Miss., along the coast. Some inirestaurants, shops and homes.
tially resisted, but had a change
His strategy seems to have worked. Pensacola
of heart when they experienced the laid-back,
News Journal columnist Carl Wernicke wrote a
easy lifestyle of South Mississippi and realized
Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 12
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Mobile, Ala., photo courtesy Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce

just how much home they could get for their
that are picture perfect, beach communities
money. And it didn’t hurt that just a short drive ranging from the mild to sedate – you name it.
away was urban, partyin’ New Orleans.
Unique communities have grown up along the
Gulf Coast, and there’s something for everyone.
Economic development professionals know
If you’re tired of one, it’s just a short drive to
you can provide all the information you want
another. Commuting is a lot easier than in more
about the benefits of a particular area for a busi- congested areas, even across state lines. And
ness, from incentives to sites to taxes. But if it’s Gulf Coast residents will tell you their slice of
not a great place to live, a place where people
the world offers just about everything - unless
would want to live, you’re wasting time.
you like to climb mountains.
Harvard Business Review, citing U.S. Census Bureau research, reported last year that almost two Seaside
-thirds of college-educated 25- to 34-year-olds
“The Truman Show,” starring actor Jim Carsaid they looked for a job after picking a city
rey as the only guy in the world who doesn’t
where they wanted to live. And for a business
know he’s a TV star, focused a spotlight on this
wanting to attract top talent, that’s key.
picture-perfect town in Walton County, Fla.
First-time visitors to the Gulf Coast are often
Seaside, on the Gulf of Mexico, was develsurprised with the lifestyle choices available be- oped by Robert Davis, who used a concept adtween New Orleans and Northwest Florida.
vanced by urban designer Leon Krier, who
The cost of living is generally lower than the
wanted to bring back the traditional town
nation as a whole and the weather mild yearwithin a quarter-mile radius and allowed a day’s
round, though summers can get very hot.
activities to be within walking distance.
The Gulf Coast has long been called the RedDavis hired architects and traveled with them
neck Riviera, and a healthy dose of the culture all over the South, working to put together their
that gave life to that less than flattering descrip- concept of the ideal village. They drew up what
tion remains.
they envisioned as their dream stores and workDespite images that many outsiders have, the shops. They collaborated to conceive a town
Gulf Coast has developed many personalities. It hall and theaters and inns. Davis envisioned “a
has cities, and all of them have traditional sub- wonderful esplanade” along the waterfront and
urbs, there are rural areas where your nearest
“streetscapes” featuring the coherent planning
neighbor might be a cow, planned communities of streets and squares, churches and libraries.
Photos page 12: Courtesy Seaside, Eastern Shore Chamber of Commerce, New Orleans Convention Bureau
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“We've become a nation of chauffeurs
to our children. It’s time to rethink our
priorities. We need to design cities not
around the auto, but around the foot,”
he has told anyone who would listen.
And they did.
The Seaside experiment turned out to
be a success. Not only was “The Truman
Show” filmed there, but the community
has received architectural awards and has
been featured in numerous publications,
including The New York Times and Time
magazine.
The village of colorful homes that are
both unique and at the same time similar
has led to the development of other Seaside-like communities in south Walton
County.
Village of Tradition photo
And Florida is not the only place
The “walkable” Village of Tradition in Harrison County, Miss.
where these new urban communities
have taken root. In South Mississippi
there’s the Village of Tradition in north Harri- ties in the United States considered a colony and
son County. North of the Interstate 10 corridor, is overseen by a corporation that owns about
it’s far removed from the coastline and has be- 4,300 acres and leases to about 1,300 homeowncome a town unto itself with several neighbor- ers, farmers and business owners.
hoods, a downtown and a college campus.
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
Fairhope
The Gulf Coast also has what may be consid- and boutique hotels built along the bluff. Fairered the granddaddy of planned communities. hope’s pleasant climate, peaceful surroundings,
In Alabama’s Baldwin County is the postcard- and inspiring scenery have proven popular.
The fishing in Fairhope is done, like many
perfect Southern town of Fairhope. It’s on the
Eastern Shore of Mobile Bay, and is known for other things, with a flare. Each summer, thousands of fish are forced to the surface of Mobile
its sweeping views of the waterfront, mossdraped Live oaks and vibrant downtown shop- Bay by a lack of oxygen in the deeper waters
where they make their homes. The strange natuping district. It harks back to a more simple
ral event makes for easy pickings, and city resitime, because that’s when it began.
The town was founded more than 100 years dents use the time to stock their larders and
celebrate the phenomenon with a jubilee.
ago as a free tax colony, a utopian ideal proThe city of Fairhope has become something
moted by Henry George, an economist who
wasn’t fond of the idea of land speculation. He of a mecca for the creative set, like artists and
thought that was evil, and the cause of poverty authors. Notables like Jimmy Buffett, Rick
Bragg and Fannie Flagg claim ties to the town.
and inequality.
His theory was that land should be kept as a Nearby Point Clear is home to the Grand Hotel,
public trust. Fairhope is one of two communi- a world class resort that includes Lakewood
Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 14
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Golf Course on the Robert Trent
Jones Golf Trail.
South Mississippi

Farther to the west in south Mississippi is the gambling capital of the
Gulf Coast. Historically a playground
for Mississippi, the old town of Biloxi
was transformed in dramatic fashion
when voters decided to allow casinos.
The shoreline of Biloxi soon was dotted with the bright lights of casinos all of them atop anchored barges. The
money it brought to Biloxi, and to a
lesser extent the larger city of Gulfport
to the west, helped rejuvenate the
Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce photo
two towns, though there remained
Conde-Charlotte Museum House, built in 1850, in Mobile, Ala.
plenty of room for mom-and-pop
shops and motels. Condominium developers saw this as the next development hot- were here in 1516, and in 1559 it became the
first European settlement in what would become
spot in the region.
the United States. But a hurricane wiped it out,
But in 2005 Hurricane Katrina wiped out a
huge swath of what had been on the waterfront. and later St. Augustine was settled, laying claim
The storm surge swept away multimillion-dollar to being the first.
Pensacola today is an urban center and tourcasinos, modest and stately homes, apartments,
tourist shops, and flattened the oaks and magno- ism hotbed, thanks in large measure to nearby
lias that were so characteristic. Devastation was Pensacola Beach, which sits on the 40-mile long
Santa Rosa Island. The old, inexpensive block
across the entire stretch of Mississippi coast.
houses that once were common at Pensacola
While residents were still hurting, new urban
Beach have been replaced by more expensive
planners gathered in Biloxi to come up with
ideas for rebuilding. And while some ideas were homes, but it remains family friendly. It’s boradopted, by and large the local community went dered by the Gulf Islands National Seashore, a
pristine and relatively undisturbed expanse of
ahead and rebuilt on their own terms.
The casinos are now on land, and buildings are crystal white beach.
Pensacola itself is known as a Navy town, in
meeting higher standards. The “quaint” towns
like Ocean Springs and Bay St. Louis are looking part because it’s been so for so many years and
much like they did before, filled with shops and continues to welcome the military. Called the
eateries and streetscapes that serve as an invita- “Cradle of Naval Aviation,” it’s home of the
tion to stroll. Biloxi is the hot area for entertain- Navy’s Blue Angels flight demonstration team
and National Naval Aviation Museum.
ment, while Gulfport continues its role as the
It has an historic district worth exploring, but
financial and transportation center.
it’s also remaking itself. Downtown is getting a
facelift with a $40 million revitalization of the
Pensacola
waterfront. Among the projects is the construcYou won’t find Florida’s Pensacola in most
American history books, but Spanish explorers tion of Maritime Park, a site that will feature a
Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 15
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came in soon after the Red Bay Grocery opened
and asked no one in particular, “Who owns this
place?” about a dozen hands shot up.
The store actually has 54 owners, which means
just over half of the community’s 100 or so residents have a stake. The Red Bay Grocery is far
more than a grocery. It’s also a restaurant, where
breakfast, lunch and Friday night dinners are
served, and a gathering place.
“It’s just a place to come, sit on the porch, get
a cup of coffee and wait for somebody to come
by to talk,” grocery co-owner Wayne Miller told
an inquisitive newspaper reporter.
“Some people come over three and four times
a day,” added Charles Morgan, another coowner.
Red Bay was originally settled by the Scottish,
locals say, and they mingled with an established
American Indian population. There are said to
be graves in an old cemetery in town that date
back to the 1700s.
Red Bay is a farming community, whose residents do a lot of hunting and fishing along the
nearby Choctawhatchee River. The big event is
an annual Thanksgiving Day festival.
The community is so close-knit that residents
New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau photo
share
its churches. There are three of them in
Streets in New Orleans have a European feel.
Red Bay, a Presbyterian, Methodist and Baptist,
slick new stadium, home to the AA baseball Blue all within a stone’s throw on one another. And
Wahoos, a maritime museum, an outdoor amsince there aren’t enough people to fill each
phitheater, public space along Pensacola Bay and church every week, two are locked on Sunday so
mixed-use development to include offices, res- that everyone can gather in one place.
taurants, shops and businesses. Pensacola also
Now that’s a small community.
has community theater, opera, ballet, symphony
and art galleries.
New Orleans
The largest and most famous urban center on
Red Bay
the Gulf Coast is New Orleans, the “Big Easy,”
In Florida, the Walton County community of with a city population of just under 344,000. The
Red Bay is a tiny little town between DeFuniak city is the central location of a metropolitan area
Springs and Freeport, neither of which is a par- that includes some 1.2 million people.
ticularly big town. Red Bay’s claim to fame is
New Orleans sits astride the Mississippi River
that the one and only grocery in town is owned and is world famous as a place to party. Much of
by, well, nearly everybody.
the most wild activity is in the French Quarter,
Local residents are proud of their communal notably along Bourbon Street, where the smell
ownership. Rumor has it that when a stranger
of alcohol mingles in complete comfort with the
Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 16
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smell of Cajun-inspired foods. In one area you’ll
hear jazz, walk a little further and it might be
country. Topless bars, trinket shops, art shops
and eateries seem to fit together effortlessly in a
city with a notably European flavor.
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,
home to Tulane University, the medical center
of Louisiana State University and more. But 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.

Like New Orleans, Mobile has an annual
Mardi Gras celebration, but by all measures it’s a
far more sedate, family-oriented festival than the
one in Louisiana.
Mobile has a large convention center, not far
from the city’s Exploreum, which is designed to
make learning science fun for young people.
Plans are under way to build a new facility called
GulfQuest, which will emphasize the Gulf of
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
Mobile
The port city of Mobile has a city population education and is home to the Alabama School of
of just over 195,000 and is the third largest city Mathematics and Science, a facility dedicated to
in Alabama. The greater Mobile area is home to advancing the education of the state’s best in
brightest students in those areas of achievement.
just under 600,000 residents.
The University of South Alabama, the UniverMobile has managed to keep its downtown
sity of Mobile, Spring Hill College and Faulkner
alive, despite the growth of suburbs and bedroom communities in outlying areas. Downtown University are all located in Mobile, as is Bishop
State Community College, the University of Moincludes a historic district, museums and, in
bile and Fortis College.
more recent years, an entertainment district.
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, 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.”
Gulf Coast Reporters’ League
May 2011
Eastern Shore Chamber of Commerce
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The good foreign occupation
China is just the latest
foreign country to invest in
the Gulf Coast aerospace
corridor, and it’s unlikely to
be the last to see the region
as a good beachhead...

Mississippi

Alabama

Florida

Louisiana

T

here was hardly a ripple in Mobile,
Ala., when it was announced in December that a Chinese company
would be buying 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 slipped under the radar in part because the city was focused on a ferocious fight
to build refueling tankers for the U.S. Air Force.
EADS, the European parent of Airbus, was battling Boeing Co. for the $40 billion tanker contract, and the stakes were high for Mobile.
An EADS win would have brought a $600
million aircraft assembly plant to the city's
Brookley Aeroplex. With the tanker competition
in its final stages, the arrival of China's AVIC
International was relatively unheralded. That
was just fine with AVIC, which wanted a quiet
introduction to its new home in the United
States.
The company’s Chinese executives spent
months studying the community before closing
the deal. They said they were pleased to discover
a place where foreign companies are thriving

By George Talbot

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•
•

Multiple foreign countries represented in
the Gulf Coast aerospace corridor
Foreign interest in the Gulf Coast
prompted China’s AVIC purchase
Aerospace companies following trail
blazed by auto manufacturers
State leaders from Alabama, Florida,
Louisiana and Mississippi 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

and welcomed as partners in both 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.
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Airbus North America photo

Airbus Engineering Center at Brookley Aeroplex in Mobile, Ala. Brookley is a former military base and home to a
number of aerospace companies. EADS chose it for a tanker assembly plant, but lost the bid to Boeing.

With that announcement, AVIC became just
the latest foreign company to take root on the
Gulf Coast. It joins scores of others from
Europe and Asia that have established a beachhead in the region, which has a long tradition of
global trade through its network of deepwater
ports.
Published reports show Mobile alone has 35
foreign companies represented in the city and
South Mississippi counts 18. Many of them are
engaged in the defense industry, including aerospace and shipbuilding.
They include global players like BAE Systems,
which has had a U.S. subsidiary for so long it
barely seems British. But there also are upstarts

like Austal USA, an Australian shipbuilder that
has gone from humble beginnings on the Mobile waterfront to a major supplier of U.S. Navy
warships.
The flip side of outsourcing

It’s not surprising that economic development
officials in the Gulf Coast region are big believers in “insourcing,” where foreign companies
invest in the United States and create jobs.
That’s how Gulf Coast officials viewed EADS’s
plans to assemble Air Force tankers in Mobile and why they're still smarting over the Air
Force’s decision in February to award the contract to Chicago-based Boeing.
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The project, which also included plans to assemble Airbus A330 jets for the commercial
market, would have transformed Brookley into
the world's third major center of large aircraft
production. Boeing’s manufacturing hub in the
Seattle area and the Airbus headquarters in Toulouse, France, are powerful economic engines.
EADS vowed to hire and train 1,500 new
aerospace workers to staff the plant, with thousands more jobs spread to supplier companies
in Mississippi and Northwest Florida.
But the EADS loss exposed many of the challenges that foreign companies can face, particularly when battling American firms like Boeing
on their home turf.
The U.S. recession has raised pressure on
Congress to protect American manufacturers
against foreign competition. But trade experts
said Alabama, Mississippi and other Southern
states are helping change attitudes about the
value of foreign investment.
“Economic reality generally trumps stubborn
nationalist pride,” writes Micheline Maynard in
her 2009 book, The Selling of the U.S. Economy.
“No matter how much some pundits would
wish American companies to have a lock on
every dollar earned in the United States, we cannot expect an economy fueled only by American
investment – nor should we want one.”
According to the Organization for International Investment, which represents the U.S.
operations of global companies, some 5.6 million Americans owe their jobs to the investment
of foreign-owned companies. The annual payroll is significant: $408.5 billion.
According to a March 2011 report by OFII,
foreign direct investment in the United States in
2010 was $194.5 billion, up 44 percent from the
previous year and the fourth highest year for
foreign investment in the past 10 years. Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Japan, France, Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands accounted for 79 percent of the 2010 investments.
Florida and Alabama are both among the top
states for foreign investments. In Florida, the

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
Population (est. 2010): 595,133
Workforce (2008): 217,879
Local economic development:
• Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce (251)
433-6951
• Baldwin Economic Development Alliance
(251) 947-2445
State economic development:
• Alabama Development Office (334) 2420400

U.S. subsidiaries of global companies account
for 254,000 jobs, 4 percent of the state’s privatesector 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 78,400 jobs, employing nearly 5 percent of Alabama’s private-sector workforce.
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Rolls-Royce photo

Rolls-Royce tests commercial jet engines at NASA’ Stennis
Space Center, Miss. They are flown in and out of nearby
Stennis International Airport in Kiln, Miss.

tributes of an area and spur additional investment.
Foreign companies invest in the United
States for a variety of reasons, including
proximity to markets, customers or materials; access to expertise, access to a trained
workforce and, in some cases, a lower cost
of doing business.
But it’s not always easy to enter the U.S.
marketplace. The Treasury Department’s
Committee on Foreign Investment in the
United States, CFIUS, is an inter-agency
group that oversees international investment in this country. It has to determine
the effect of a transaction on the national
security.
The U.S. defense market is particularly
difficult for foreign companies to crack.
The United States has restrictions on the
purchase and export of military assets,
which includes restrictions on non-U.S.
citizens’ access to defense technologies at
the workplace.
International companies have had to
work around legal and policy requirements
through a variety of means, like setting up
U.S. subsidiaries, acquiring American companies or entering into partnerships with
U.S. contractors.
Expansion mode

That places Alabama 25th in the nation in the
number of jobs at foreign-owned firms.
In Louisiana, U.S. subsidiaries of global companies account for 48,100 jobs, more than 3
percent of the state’s private-sector workforce.
In Mississippi, 26,800 workers get a paycheck
from the U.S. subsidiaries of global companies,
close to 3 percent of Mississippi’s private-sector
workforce.
When these companies land, the most obvious
benefits are job creation and the tax dollars that
are generated. But there’s also the less tangible
side. The successful launch of a new operation
can broaden international awareness of the at-

Economic development officials are interested
in any foreign investment, like the U.K’s Blade
Dynamics, which began producing windmill
blades at NASA’s Michoud Assembly Facility in
New Orleans last year. But they are particularly
interested in attracting aerospace companies.
International aerospace firms are expanding
across the Deep South, following a trail blazed
by foreign automotive manufacturers beginning
in the mid-1990s.
Fields that once produced timber and cotton
are now home to some of the world’s most advanced and efficient auto plants. The list includes BMW in South Carolina, Kia in Georgia,
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Nissan and Toyota in Mississippi and
Honda, Hyundai and Mercedes Benz in
Alabama.
Their success has helped open a wave
of new investment from the aerospace
sector, and state leaders from Alabama,
Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi are
hungry for more.
“You can look back over the last 1012 years with regard to the automobile
industry in the South and you are about
to see the same thing with regard to
aviation and aerospace,” said former
Alabama Gov. Bob Riley, who led a
multi-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: France's Airbus, Italy's
Finmeccanica, Britain's Rolls-Royce
and, the newest entrant, China’s AVIC
International.
Economic developers, eager to build
on the momentum, have banded together to promote the region as a
prime market for aerospace investParis Air Show photo
ment. Their marketing effort is cenAn
Airbus
A380
at
the
Paris
Air
Show
in
2009,
when Mobile,
tered on the Aerospace Alliance, a four
Ala., was in the running for an Airbus assembly plant to make
-state coalition whose goal is to protankers for the U.S. Air Force. The award went to Boeing, but
mote the Gulf Coast region as a world
Mobile still hopes to land a major aircraft assembly facility.
class aviation, aerospace and defense
corridor.
positioned to take advantage of opportunities to
“This alliance will go far in promoting our
grow this sector in our region,” Barbour said.
region for what it is – one of the largest aerospace corridors in the world and a great place
Tanker silver lining
for companies in this sector to do business,”
The Aerospace Alliance suffered a setback
said Mississippi Gov. Haley Barbour.
when EADS lost the tanker war, but Southern
“The Gulf Coast states share geographic prox- business and political leaders said the highimity, a long tradition of aerospace and aviation profile competition brought international recogactivities and a skilled and experienced worknition to the region and all the aerospace activity
force, and by joining together, we will be well- that’s already in place.
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“Our prospects for growth in the aerospace
sector are as bright as ever,” said Win Hallett,
president of the Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce. Hallett and others cited the following as
some of the benefits from the competition:
- Brookley Aeroplex, a former Air Force base
with access to rail lines, highways and the Port
of Mobile, gained recognition as one of the premier sites for aerospace manufacturing.
- The partnerships with EADS and Airbus
could lead to future investment. Airbus, which
had proposed to build A330 freighters at the
Mobile assembly plant, is continuing to evaluate
Brookley as a site for commercial production.
- Regional alliances built as part of the competition are an asset to potential investors.
“I have no doubt in my mind that we will
build airplanes in Mobile,” said Mobile Mayor
Sam Jones. “We’re just going to have to work
twice as hard to achieve that goal.”
EADS already does business in Mobile. The
European company’s Airbus subsidiary employs
150 at an engineering center at Brookley, and
Airbus military operates an aircraft maintenance
and training facility for the U.S. Coast Guard at
Mobile Regional Airport.
Ralph Crosby, chairman of EADS North
America, said the company “could have made
no better choice” than to come to the Gulf
Coast.
“The partnerships we’ve formed are real and
they are enduring,” Crosby said. “The fact is, as
far as EADS is concerned, Mobile is at the top
of the list for any commercial production we
might establish in America."
Even without the tanker, Mobile has been
successful in attracting foreign investment. The
Mobile Press-Register recently counted 35 foreignowned companies in Mobile County that employ nearly 10,000 people, or roughly one in
every 15 private-sector workers.
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,” George Freeland,
executive director of the Jackson County Economic Development Foundation, told the Alliance Insight science and technology newsletter in
2009.
“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.”
Foreign-owned companies in Mississippi are
involved in a range of industrial sectors, including defense, aerospace, security, materials and
advanced materials, energy and power, according to Insight.
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, the U.S. operation of Canada's Optech.
Three companies have advanced materials operations in Hancock County’s Port Bienville Industrial Park. They are the former Mississippi
Polymer Technologies, now a part of Belgium's
Solvay Advanced Polymers; France's SNF Polychemie; and Saudi Arabia's SABIC, the former
GE Plastics.
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Cross-state ties

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 last year, 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.
A major new player

The newest player to come to the Gulf Coast
is AVIC International. The Chinese company
completed its purchase of Continental Motors
in April, and is already making plans to expand.
The $186 million deal included Continental’s
400-worker 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 U.S., and that
they fully 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
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 is the latest in a string of investments that helped Mobile land a top spot in
FDi’s recent 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.
“This ranking is further proof that Team Mobile’s strategy for attracting foreign direct investment is right on track," said Troy Wayman, the
Mobile Area Chamber’s vice president for economic development. “Being ranked in the Top
10 for strategy puts us in very good company
and sets us apart from much of our competition
in the nation.”
▫▫▫
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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

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

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
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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

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.
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II: Space activities
Stennis Space Center • Michoud Assembly Facility • Eglin Air Force Base

NASA photo
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Long delayed vision takes off
With NASA pushing much
of the space flight effort to
commercial companies, the
development of multiple
technology parks bodes well
for the region...

Mississippi

By David Tortorano

Florida

Louisiana

I

t was back in the early 1960s, when work
was under way on a huge rocket testing
complex in South Mississippi, that visionaries from the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration came up with an intriguing idea.
They pictured not only the 14,000-acre Mississippi Test Operations complex and its 125,000acre buffer zone, but a planned community
nearby for the thousands of workers and aerospace-related businesses expected to be drawn
to the new NASA facility.
The folks who came up with the idea were
from Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville,
Ala., and they knew what could develop around
a technology-focused NASA center. They were
experiencing tremendous growth first-hand.
“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 would dare predict."1
But the planned community never moved forward in South Mississippi. And Huntsville? The
growth von Braun had seen continued, and the

Alabama

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•
•

Space accounts for $45 billion of the $219
billion in aerospace industry sales
Gulf Coast part of exclusive NASA club
with two major facilities 35 miles apart
Stennis Space Center has 3,900 acres near
roads ready for aerospace companies
2,100 acres around Stennis Space Center
in the works to attract tech firms
NASA wants to create 830-acre advanced
manufacturing park around Michoud
Eglin home to one of the most powerful
space observation radars in the world

former cotton town today has the second largest
research park in the nation and one of the nation’s highest per capita incomes.
Now, 50 years later, some pieces are beginning to fall into place that could write a new
chapter for this part of the Gulf Coast. Stennis
Space Center has identified 3,900 acres within
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NASA photo

Aerial view of Michoud Assembly Facility in New Orleans East, which has 43 acres under one roof. NASA
remains interested in turning more than 830 acres around Michoud into an advanced manufacturing park.

the complex as a prime location for aerospace
activities; the Hancock County Development
Commission has acquired 1,100 acres on the
northeast edge of the buffer zone for technology
companies and another 1,000 acres just north of
Interstate 10 is also being developed by a private
company.
What’s more, some 40 miles away at NASA’s
Michoud Assembly Facility in New Orleans,
plans are to convert some 830 acres around the
huge plant into an advanced manufacturing park.
And it’s all happening as NASA shifts more
work to private companies.
But NASA is not the only federal agency with
space activities in the Gulf Coast region. The

U.S. Air Force for the past 40 years has operated
a powerful space surveillance radar system that
provides more than a third of the observations
for the global Space Surveillance Network. It’s a
significant level of activity that gives the Gulf
Coast a large footprint in the nation’s spacerelated activities.
The industry

Mississippi and Louisiana are in a rather exclusive club. Few areas in the country have a NASA
center, let alone two so close together.. Since the
1960s space has been big business for this region. The Aerospace Industries Association estimates that for 2011 the space segment will ac-

Photo page 28: Test cell dome placed atop the A-3 Test Stand at NASA's John C. Stennis Space Center, Miss.
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count for $45.1 billion of the $219.2 billion in
sales for the aerospace industry.
Mississippi and Louisiana became a part of the
nation’s space effort thanks to decisions made in
the early 1960s. 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. And the big winner ended up being the
underdeveloped South.2
The South became the home to key NASA
facilities for a variety of reasons, not the least of
which was the availability of large tracts of land
and interconnected waterways needed to transport large space vehicles. Weather also played a
role. Many airbases located in the South to take
advantage of longer periods of fair weather flying, and the same conditions were needed for
testing and launching rockets. In addition, powerful, senior Southern politicians embraced the
space program and recognized the economic
benefit it would bring to the region.3
The Huntsville operation was joined by Houston, Cape Canaveral, Fla., Bay St. Louis, Miss.,
and New Orleans, and the term “Space Crescent” was used to describe the arc of centers in
the South and a new economic system driven by
technology.
“Way Station to Space” by Mack R. Herring
pointed out a cover story in the July 20, 1964
issue of U.S. News & World Report that described
the space program as a new industry in the
South worth “billions.” The article said money
for facilities was being spent at the rate of “onemillion dollars every two hours.” And development did occur, more quickly in some areas than
in others.
Stennis Space Center

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)
359-3449

Interstate 10 passes through a heavily wooded
But take Exit 2 and head north to NASA’s
area of South Mississippi on its way to New Orleans, and to the casual observer it would appear John C. Stennis Space Center and it’s a different
not much exists in this region a couple of miles world. The 14,000-acre, secure complex is surrounded by a 125,000-acre acoustical buffer
from the state line.
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munity 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
NASA photo
room to grow.
A striking night test of a fuel turbopump of the Integrated Powerhead
The university presence is
Demonstrator at Stennis Space Center, Miss., several years ago.
already growing. The University of Southern Missiszone. It’s where some of the most powerful
sippi, best known for its advanced materials rerocket engines in the world are tested.
search at its main campus in Hattiesburg, Miss.,
Stennis Space Center was created to test rocket has three buildings at SSC. Starkville, Miss.engines for NASA, and was chosen because the based Mississippi State University, renown for its
site was rural and had water access. It was used engineering and aerospace research, recently
to test Saturn V rockets for the Apollo program added a new 50,000 square foot building that
and in 1975 started testing Space Shuttle main
will house the Northern Gulf Institute. Plans are
engines. Over the years the mission expanded
in the works for yet another building.
and other federal agencies set up operations. It
“Universities are going to be a major componow has more than 30 resident agencies and
nent,” said Ron Magee, assistant to the director,
over 5,000 employees.
NASA Center Operations Directorate, when
The largest tenant is the Navy, which operates discussing SSC’s master plan at an April meeting.
its oceanographic research community from
“We need the university research, we need
SSC. It’s also the location of the National Data those bright minds that can help us infuse new
Buoy Center and the 500-employee NASA
technology and help us meet the future demand.
Shared Services Center. SSC also has growing
We actually have companies that are looking at
data centers, geospatial and earth sciences work locating here and one of the factors is the fact
and activities of five universities and one comthat they can have university based research
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done to help them improve their product over
the long term. So this is a very great selling point
for us,” Magee said. It also provides advanced
education options for workers already at SSC.
It’s that room to grow aspect that excites
South Mississippi economic development officials. Officials in Hancock County, where SSC is
located, have long seen the center’s proximity to
Interstates 10, 59 and 12, access to waterways
and a nearby airport as a potent combination
Southeast Louisiana
that makes it attractive. But development always
took a back seat to the mission, and for that mis- Aerospace highlights: Home to NASA’s
Michoud Assembly Facility and the University
sion the buffer zone has always been key.
of New Orleans’ National Center for Advanced
And while that will not change, there have
Manufacturing and National Biodynamics
been recent developments that encourage ecoLaboratory
nomic development.
In 2010 Stennis Space Center received certifiKey cities: New Orleans; Algiers; Slidell;
cation as a “Project Ready” site, shorthand for
ready for development. About 3,900 acres in the Carrollton; Covington; Mandeville; Gentilly
complex can be developed along existing roadParishes: St. Tammany; Orleans
ways using existing utilities. Called the Stennis
Space Center Technology Park, NASA officials
Population: 602,750
believe the acreage is ideal for aerospace-related
companies.
Workforce: 218,381
The site already has Lockheed Martin Space
and Technology Center, which builds satellite
Local economic development:
components, Pratt & Whitney Rocketdyne,
• Greater New Orleans Inc. (504) 527-6900
which assembles RS-68 and J-2X rockets, and
• New Orleans Chamber of Commerce (504)
Rolls-Royce North America, which tests com799-4260
mercial jet engines at the site.
•
St. Tammany Economic Development
SSC is interested in seeing more commercial
Foundation (985) 809-7874
operations in the park. To set up an operation
within Stennis Space Center, the keys can be
State economic development:
found in NASA’s name. It has to be a national
• Louisiana Economic Development (225)
operation – meaning federal – or be involved in
342-3000
some aspect of aeronautics or space.
What is particularly striking is that the develNote: The population of the seven-parish New
opable acreage in the Stennis Space Center
Orleans-Metairie MSA is 1,209,128 and the
Technology Park puts it in the same league, in
workforce is 460,421
size at least, to Cummings Research Park in
Huntsville, Ala. Cummings, the second largest in
the nation and fourth largest in the world, is
3,843 acres. In addition, the 3,900 acres is just
other areas within the Stennis complex that also
the land that’s near roads and utilities. There are could be developed.
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ally been one of the largest
employers in Louisiana, but
the numbers have been going down for the past few
years 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 hydroNASA photo
static testing and structural
A Space Shuttle external tank moves out of the Michoud Assembly Facility in
New Orleans.
load testing.
Michoud was used to
That in itself is significant, but just outside
make the first stage of the massive Saturn V
Stennis Space Center there are other efforts un- rockets, and later built all the external fuel tanks
derway to make acreage available to aerospace
for the Space Shuttle program. That work ended
and technology companies. The similarly named, in 2010 with the anticipated end of the Space
privately owned Stennis Technology Park, near Shuttle program.
Stennis International Airport, is 100 acres but
Before the shuttle program ended, NASA
has another 900 to develop. In addition, Hanchose MAF as the site where the next generation
cock County Development Commission has
of space vehicles for the Constellation program
purchased 1,100 acres to the north and east of
would be built. Constellation envisioned returnStennis Space Center.
ing astronauts to space and establishing permanent outposts on alien worlds. The plan was to
give MAF a multifaceted mission: manufacturer
Michoud Assembly Facility
Less than 40 miles from Stennis Space Center of the upper stage of the Ares I launch vehicle,
components of the Orion crew vehicle and
in New Orleans East is the massive Michoud
stages of the heavy lift Ares V launch vehicle.
Assembly Facility, one of the world’s largest
manufacturing facilities with 43 acres under one NASA wanted to encourage companies to locate
roof. Originally established in 1940 to built ply- in New Orleans, in part because of the anticiwood cargo planes and landing craft for the mili- pated cost savings.
But that all changed when the Constellation
tary, it became part of NASA in 1961 because
program was killed by the Obama administrathe agency needed a plant that could manufaction, which opted instead to depend on commerture large aerospace structures, and ship them
cial companies to handle low Earth orbit transout aboard barges.
A component of Marshall Space Flight Center portation chores. And now the operative word at
in Huntsville, MAF is one of the few manufac- Michoud Assembly Facility appears to be
turing facilities owned by NASA. It’s tradition- “transition.”
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Even before Constellation was
killed, MAF had excess space and
was working on a business model
Stennis
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
Michoud
Support Command.
Collaborating with Louisiana
Economic Development and project facilitator, Jacobs Technology,
Michoud’s big push now is for advanced manufacturing businesses,
aerospace or otherwise. It has more
Tcp illustration, Google Earth map
than a million square feet of available With Stennis Space Center and Michoud Assembly Facility less than
40 miles apart, economic development officials are looking for ways
space in a self-contained facility
equipped with established infrastruc- to leverage what they call the Stennis-Michoud Aerospace Corridor.
ture and services. Louisiana’s lowcost manufacturing environment, regional trans- tive energy and other green ventures that could
portation network and experienced regional
find Michoud appealing, in light of the current
workforce add to the site’s attributes.
interest in alternative energy and the mandate on
One of Michoud’s key assets is the National
federal agencies to use renewables.
Center for Advanced Manufacturing, a partnerDoering also has said in the same Louisiana
ship dating to 1999 that involves NASA, the
Economic Quarterly article that Michoud’s transforstate, academia and industries. Louisiana commation represents a new frontier for NASA famitted $20 million through the University of
cilities.
New Orleans on key pieces of equipment, in“It’s early in the game,” he said, “but so far,
cluding welding machines, and refurbishing the interest from prospective tenants has been unbefacility. UNO in turn opted to use the equiplievable.”
ment for activities that go beyond the aerospace
One of the little-publicized plans for Michoud
needs of NASA.
Assembly Facility is NASA’s interest in using the
It has started to work. B-K Manufacturing and unused acreage around the facility for an adBlade Dynamics, a British company that provanced manufacturing research park.
duces blades for large wind turbines, decided to
“We have not done a lot of talking about this,”
set up operations at Michoud.
then-transition chief Sheila Cloud told Alliance
Facility transition manager Stephen C. Doer- Insight, a newsletter of the Mississippi Gulf Coast
ing, in an article that appeared in the Louisiana Alliance for Economic Development, in 2008.
Economic Development’s quarterly in late 2010, She said the 830 plus acres of under utilized land
said he thinks Blade is the first of many alterna- could form the nucleus of something significant.
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Site C-6

Eglin AFB

two facilities. They created a group
called the Stennis-Michoud Aerospace Corridor.
There are clearly synergies between Michoud and Stennis, and
both facilities recognize they are
part of the even broader aerospace
region that spans the Gulf Coast.
Some officials at Stennis have taken
note of all the activity going on,
calling the opportunities “exciting.”
Air Force activities

NASA is not the only federal
agency on the Gulf Coast involved
in space activities. The U.S. Air
Force has been keeping its eye on
space for the past 40 years from a
location in Northwest Florida.
Tcp illustration, Google Earth map
In the eastern portion of the
Site C-6 is in the eastern portion of Eglin Air Force Base, about 35
sprawling
Eglin Air Force Base
miles to the east of the main gate.
complex, some 35 miles east of the
main gate is an area called Site C-6.
She even held out the possibility that it could
It’s home to one of the most powerful phased
develop along the lines of Cummings.
array radar systems in the world. The site inDespite the changes in NASA’s mission since cludes a 13-story tall structure with 250,000
that talk, the agency as recently as April 2011
square feet of floor space. Its mission is to keep
was still interested in the advanced manufactur- an eye on man-made objects in near and deep
ing park concept.
space, day in and day out.
“It is something that NASA is still considering
The 20th Space Control Squadron at Eglin
at this time,” said Doering, who in addition to
tracks more than 16,000 near-Earth and deeptransition manager is acting COO at Michoud.
space objects around the clock. The squadron is
“The unused acreage on the Michoud campus is under the 21st Space Wing, Peterson Air Force
being made available for consideration to site
Base, Colo.
selectors and regional economic development
It supports the military mission through conofficials across the country for use by other gov- tinuous surveillance of man-made satellites and
ernment agencies and commercial industry.”
operates and maintains the Air Force’s phasedarray space surveillance system.
Stennis-Michoud Corridor
The 20th operates the AN/FPS-85 Phased
With two major NASA facilities so close toArray Radar, the only phased array radar dedigether, efforts are underway to work together
cated to tracking near-Earth and deep-space obtowards economic development goals. A few
jects. It’s one of 29 sensors that comprise the
years ago Sen. David Vitter, R-La., organized a global Space Surveillance Network (SSN).
meeting that involved officials from Louisiana
It collects more than 16 million observations
and Mississippi to explore ways to leverage the of satellites each year, 30 percent of the SSN's
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U.S. Air Force photo

AN/FPS-85 Phased Array Radar at Eglin AFB, Fla.

workload. Phased array allows near simultaneous
tracking of multiple targets throughout the area
of coverage. The AN/FPS-85 can detect, track
and identify up to 200 satellites simultaneously.
The AN/FPS-85 is the most powerful radar in
the world and is
the only phased
array radar capable of tracking
satellites in deep
space orbit. 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, sidetracked by a
1965 fire that destroyed the initial building, 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

The future for Stennis Space Center seems
fairly certain. It has capabilities to test rocket
engines that can only be envied. And it doesn’t
matter when it’s a rocket engine that NASA has
developed or one that a commercial company
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comes up with. NASA seems intent on continuWhen dealing with the space program, it’s best
perhaps not to count anything out. What you
ing to send work Stennis’ way.
Less certain is what will happen at Michoud.
think is gone may simply have been put on the
back burner for a while.
The Space Shuttle work is gone now, and the
plans for Constellation program are gone. Or
▫▫▫
maybe not. In mid-May NASA announced that
the new deep space crew vehicle it wants to
build will be based on the Orion from the Con- 1 Mack R. Herring, “Way Station to Space,” Chapter 4, Temples in the
Swamp, citing an Oct. 3, 1963 article, “Dr. von Braun Raises Colors,” in
stellation program. And the builder will be the
same one as the Orion vehicle, Lockheed Mar- Picayune Item.
2
tin. While it’s too early to tell precisely what that Herring, Chapter 1, Decision for Mississippi, citing Loyd Swenson Jr.,
“The Fertile Crescent: The South’s Role in the National Space Program,”
will mean for Michoud, it was at Michoud that
Southwestern Historical Quarterly 71 (January 1968), pp. 382-87; Edward
the Orion test article was built. And it is not out R. Ling Sr., “The Space Crescent: The Untold Story,” (Huntsville, Ala.;
of the realm of possibility that the facility will be The Strode Publishers, 1984), p. 24.
3 Herring, citing Swenson, p. 388
building the follow-up spacecraft.

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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Shipbuilding center ventures into space

I

ngalls Shipbuilding Gulfport
Operations is known for its
work building composite
structure for the Navy’s fleet, but
less known is that it also ventured
into aerospace when it built a
composite fairing for NASA’s
now-aborted Constellation Program.
Then again, it was a space ship.
While the Gulfport Center for
Composites excellence was still
part of defense giant Northrop
Grumman, workers at the Gulfport operation built the nose
piece, called a fairing, for the Max
Launch Abort System.
The MLAS was designed to
provide a quick escape from a
launch vehicle - the Ares I in the
case of the Constellation Program, in case of emergency.
The MLAS concept for an operational vehicle would have four
or more solid rocket motors attached inside the bullet-shaped
composite fairing.
It was designed to propel the
crew module and associated fairing from the Ares I rocket, far
away from the potential danger.
The MLAS was successfully
tested at NASA’s Wallops Flight
Facility in Virginia in June of
2009.
The company built the MLAS
fairing in their composites manufacturing facility in Gulfport,
Miss., which is far better known
for the work it does on Navy
ships, including the Zumwalt
class of destroyers.

NASA photo

In the photo above, the Max
Launch Abort System was
successfully tested at NASA’s
Wallops Flight Facility in
Virginia in June 2009. The
system is designed to provide
an escape for astronauts in
case of emergency. In the
photo to the right, the MLAS
composite fairing was built in
Gulfport, Miss., at the Center
for Composites Excellence.
Formerly part of Northrop
Grumman, it’s now part of
Huntington-Ingalls Industries.
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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

Eglin Air Force Base photo
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More bang for the buck
The region’s big dog for
aerospace research is Eglin
Air Force Base, but across
the region there are major
federal and state research
operations...

Mississippi

Louisiana

M

ention “research and development” and the places that come
to mind are likely Silicon Valley,
Boston and North Carolina’s Research Triangle. But one of the nation’s premier
areas for research and development is right on
the Gulf Coast.
During the past three fiscal years, Eglin Air
Force Base, Fla., known worldwide for its work
on aerial weaponry, spent just under $2 billion
on research and development, according to figures from base officials. That breaks down to
$618 million in FY 2010, $701.5 million in FY
2009 and $601.6 million in FY 2008.
To put that in perspective, just 14 universities
in the United States1 and seven of 39 federally
funded research centers2 spent more than Eglin
Air Force Base on R&D in FY 2009.
That in itself would be an impressive story
about the Gulf Coast region, but Eglin is not
the only organization doing aerospace-related
R&D. At the other end of the corridor, NASA’s
John C. Stennis Space Center spends millions
on propulsion and remote sensing RDT&E.
And between Eglin and Stennis there’s additional research ranging from advanced materials

By David Tortorano

Alabama

Florida

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•
•

Federal research activities at Eglin AFB,
Fla., and Stennis Space Center, Miss.
Aerospace-related research accounts for
most of the Gulf Coast region’s R&D
Eglin alone spends $600 million to $700
million annually on aerospace R&D
University research performed in all
urban areas across the Gulf Coast region
R&D is a $397.6 billion industry, larger
than the $219 billion aerospace industry
Officials moving ahead to open research
campus just outside Eglin AFB

to artificial intelligence and marine science.
R&D is big business in America, a $398 billion enterprise, according to National Science
Foundation. 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.
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Air Force image

Weapons development and testing is the primary function of the Air Armament Center and Air Force Research
Laboratory/Munitions Directorate and the joint Armament Directorate at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla.

Investing in science and engineering is widely
recognized as an essential pathway to the nation’s future prosperity.3 The same holds true at
the local level. Research is key to innovation and
can spur economic growth. It attracts high-tech
companies and spawns home-grown companies,
all elements of sustainable growth.
The Gulf Coast has at least 20 federal and university or state organizations involved in aerospace and aerospace-related research, including
two operations of the Air Force Research Laboratory system.
Expertise ranges from engineering/design to
human factors, warhead technologies to guidance technologies, and from power systems to

remote sensing – and most everything in between.
Weapons systems

The big dog of research in the region is the
724 square mile Eglin Air Force Base, and the
activity for which it’s best-known is the development of aerial weapons. Eglin is the largest
research cluster in the region, and it’s had an
impact on Okaloosa County and the cities
around the base. In any number of measures of
economic development, Okaloosa County is a
leader of the pack in Northwest Florida.
The development of aerial weapons requires a
wide range of expertise, including aerospace en-

Photo page 40: Explosion from Joint Direct Attack Munition during testing at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla.
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gineering, 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.
Inside Eglin are the Air Armament Center, Air
Force Research Laboratory/Munitions Directorate and the joint Air Force and Navy Armament Directorate. They are responsible for the
development and management of a host of aerial weapons, including the Joint Air-to-Surface
Standoff Missile, Joint Direct Attack Munition,
Sensor Fuzed Weapon and the Small Diameter
Bomb, according to Air Force Fact Sheets.
The small diameter bombs are particularly important in an age when the enemy is often hiding close to innocent civilians. At Eglin, a jointservice team with the Air Force in the lead is
working on a thin-skinned, 250-pound, allweather guided bomb that will be capable of

striking moving targets while producing minimal
shrapnel.4 On the other end of the size spectrum, Eglin also played a role in development of
the world’s largest conventional bomb, the Massive Ordnance Air Blast Bomb.
The Air Armament Center 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 armament and countermeasures, navigation/
guidance systems and command and control
systems. Private-sector entities use AAC facilities to test and evaluate advanced systems, from
modeling in the laboratory to using open air
ranges.5
The Air Force Research Laboratory/
Munitions Directorate is one of nine directorates under the Air Force Research Laboratory
system. It develops, demonstrates and transi-

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 approved
depleted uranium test range and the only qualified air-to-ground supersonic range east of the Mississippi.
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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signs, 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 (JDAM),
Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile
(JASSM), Small Diameter Bomb (SDB),
Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air Missile (AMRAAM), Miniature Air Launched
Decoy (MALD) and a host of other specialized programs.7
University/international partners

Just outside Eglin in Shalimar, the University of Florida has several engineering
activities that work closely with the Air
Force on a variety of systems. Two of the
organizations are consortia, one with international partners.
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.
To cope with any shortfalls of the scientific
and technical workforce, REEF and
Air Force photo
the Air Force Research Laboratory/
The Massive Ordinance Penetrator, designed to penetrate
underground. Its predecessor was the Massive Ordinance Air Munitions Directorate developed the ReBlast Bomb, tested at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., in 2003.
search Institute on Autonomous Precision
Guided Systems (RIAPGS). REEF acts as
tions cutting-edge science for air-launched mu- a provider of supplementary scientific mannitions to attack fixed, mobile/relocatable, air
power to reinforce AFRL’s work on airborne
and space targets. The directorate conducts ba- weapon systems. Short-term appointments persic research, exploratory development, and ad- mit a constant flux of new people and new
vanced development and demonstrations. It also ideas.
participates in programs focused on technology
Four universities, UF, Georgia Tech, Univertransfer, dual-use technology and small business sity of Illinois Champaign and Purdue Univerdevelopment.6
sity formed a research consortium called the
The Armament Directorate at Eglin is a joint Florida Institute for Research into Energetics
Air Force/Navy organization responsible for
(FIRE). The institute utilizes the REEF facilities
cradle-to-grave management of air dominance and labs at the AFRL/Munitions Directorate to
weapon system programs. The directorate deinvestigate a variety of topics related to enerGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 44
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getic materials and high explosives.
Research topics include ways to
better predict explosives performance and methods to synthesize
new materials, including nano
technologies.
Another research consortium in
Shalimar, this one with an international flavor, is the International
Center for Applied Computational
Mechanics. It includes UF, University of Michigan, Institut National Polytechnique de Grenoble,
Université de Lille, Université
Paris XIII and Université de Savoie.
The consortium is focusing on
bridging scales in computation:
from microstructure to macroscale properties of heterogeneous
materials, computational methods
for solving multi-scales problems
in metallic and geologic materials,
and continuum and discrete modeling. Research fields include theory and modeling of heterogeneous, metallic and geologic materials, especially a very high strain
rates.8
Propulsion systems

NASA photo

A rocket engine is tested at NASA’s John C. Stennis Space Center,
Miss., in this file photo.

On the opposite side of the
aerospace corridor at NASA’s
John C. Stennis Space Center,
Miss., is the facility most strongly associated
with rocket engine testing. The SSC Engineering
and Test Directorate has overall responsibility
for the oversight and safe operation of one-of-akind national test facilities at SSC, America’s
largest rocket test complex.9
State-of-the-art facilities include the A, B, and
E test complexes, designed for rocket propulsion testing that ranges from component to engine and stage levels. Primary initiatives include
testing and evaluation of the next generation of

propulsion systems and, until recently, acceptance testing of Space Shuttle main engines.
One of the most significant recent developments at SSC is the construction of the new A-3
test stand, which will be able to simulate altitudes of up to 100,000 feet.
Also at Stennis is the Rocket Propulsion Test
Program Office, NASA’s authority for rocket
propulsion assignments and management of the
rocket propulsion test budget line item. The
mission of the program is to manage NASA’s
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2005 and to address coastal management
events of the future.
It uses NASA’s Earth science assets, including 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.10
The Center of Higher Learning and University Research (CHL) is a consortium at
NVision Solution photo
Stennis Space Center that focuses on reA touch screen that allows multiple users is one of the applimote sensing and geographic information
cations for geospatial technologies developed by NVision
systems, high performance computing and
Solutions of Stennis Space Center, Miss.
visualization and scientific computing.
Members are the University of Southern
rocket propulsion test assets, activities and reMississippi, Mississippi State University, Universources, to advance test technologies and reduce sity of New Orleans and Pearl River Community College.
propulsion test costs.
CHL conducts research and provides technical training and higher educational for SSC
Geospatial/remote sensing
An organization at Stennis Space Center that workers. It has a GIS and Remote Sensing
has a far-reaching impact on the general public Laboratory, High Performance Visualization
is the Applied Science and Technology Project Center and High Performance Computing and
Office, which uses NASA’s Earth science assets, Algorithms Laboratory.
Mississippi State University Engineering Resuch as satellites, to focus on the health of the
search Center – GeoResources Institute inGulf of Mexico and coastal areas. NASA’s
Earth science work over the years has attracted cludes the Remote Sensing Technologies Center, Mississippi’s Water Resources Research Inscores of remote sensing companies big and
small, most in the business of finding new appli- stitute, the Computational Geospatial Technologies Center and the Visualization, Analysis and
cations.
The Applied Science and Technology Project Imaging laboratory. It works with government,
commercial, and public interests to research,
Office, under the Project Directorate and the
Center Operations Directorate, focuses on earth develop, and validate computational geospatial
sciences and remote sensing. It created the Gulf information products. It also helps apply those
of Mexico Initiative in 2007 to enhance the re- products to terrestrial, hydrologic, oceanic, and
gion’s ability to recover from the hurricanes of atmospheric processes.
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Because of the geospatial work at Stennis Space Center, the federal government
established 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.
Human centered computing

IHMC photo

The Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition is
working with NASA to create the algorithms to allow robots
to walk on uneven surfaces. The key is to make them able to
recover from unexpected jolts.

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 federal research agencies and a wide range
of private partners and collaborators.
IHMC focuses on human centered computing
in the context of creating computational systems
that leverage and extend human capabilities.
Such systems can be thought of as cognitive
orthoses, just as eyeglasses are an ocular orthoses.11

At Michoud Assembly Facility in New Orleans is the National Biodynamics Laboratory,
operated by the University of New Orleans
since 1996, when the UNO College of Engineering assumed ownership and operation of
the facility formerly run by the Navy.
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, ships,
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Advanced materials

One of the best-known research
activities in the Gulf Coast region
is the advanced materials research
done by the University of Southern
Mississippi at its Hattiesburg campus. The school has a national
reputation. 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
Lockheed Martin photo
Materials Directorate, based at
The heat shield of the Orion crew vehicle at the Michoud Assembly
Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in
Facility in New Orleans. Michoud is home to the National Center for
Dayton, Ohio, is part of the Air
Advanced Manufacturing. In late May, NASA announced that LockForce Research Laboratory. The
heed Martin will build a new spacecraft for deep spaced based on the
Orion - a survivor of the canceled Constellation Program.
directorate has an operating location at Tyndall Air Force Base. The
directorate develops materials,
automobiles, offshore oil structures and other
processes, and advanced manufacturing techmoving platforms imposing stress on humans. nologies for use in aircraft, spacecraft, missiles,
The research makes use of such devices as
rockets, and ground-based systems. The direcacceleration sleds, a ship-motion simulator, vi- torate is organized into seven divisions
bration equipment and desensitization devices, (Nonmetallic Materials; Metals, Ceramics, &
in conjunction with comprehensive data acquisi- NDI; Manufacturing Technology; Survivability
tion systems.
& Sensor Materials; Airbase & Environmental
At Naval Air Station Pensacola, the Naval
Technology; Systems Support; and Integration
Aerospace Medical Research Laboratory con& Operations). Directorate personnel also deducts research, development, test and evaluation velop improved or new environmental and air
in aviation medicine and allied sciences to enbase infrastructure technologies, as well as prohance the health, safety and readiness of Navy vide support to help solve materials-related isand Marine Corps aviation personnel. Facilities sues on new or operational aircraft.
and equipment include acoustical, visual, vestibular, cognitive, psychopharmacological, and
Materials and manufacturing
thermal-stress laboratories; three operational
In New Orleans, the National Center for Admobile field laboratories; and man-rated accel- vanced Manufacturing, operated by the Univereration-research devices. It’s scheduled, howsity of New Orleans, is located in NASA’s Miever, to relocate.
choud Assembly Facility. NCAM was initiated
in 1999 through a memorandum of understand-
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ing 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, 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
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,” where one or more of the engines are operating, improving safety and efficiency.
The neighbors

It’s difficult to discuss a particular region without looking just outside and seeing other, complimentary RDT&E activities. And in the Gulf
Coast region there are plenty.
In Tallahassee, not far from Tyndall Air Force
Base and arguably part of the aerospace corridor, is Florida State University and the National
High Magnetic Field Laboratory. The lab operates the high magnetic field facilities that scientists use for research in physics, biology, bioengineering, chemistry, geochemistry, biochemistry, materials science, and engineering. It’s the
only facility of its kind in the United States and
one of only nine in the world. It’s the largest
and highest powered magnet laboratory, outfitted with the world’s most comprehensive assortment of high-performing magnet systems.
Just north of the region near Dothan, Ala., is
Fort Rucker, the U.S. Army Aviation Center of
Excellence. It’s home of the Army Aviation
Technical Test Center with a primary mission of
improving aviation warfighting capabilities.
ATTC plans, conducts, analyzes, and reports
on the developmental and airworthiness qualification of aircraft, aviation systems, and associ-
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ated equipment throughout the life cycle.
The center’s airworthiness qualification testing
focuses on assessing the handling qualities of
the aerial vehicle and its performance and flight
in icing conditions.
Fort Rucker is also home of the Rotary Wing
Aviation Research unit, part of the U.S. Army
Research Institute. Also located at Fort Rucker
is the Army Aeromedical Research Laboratory,
one of six laboratories within the U.S. Army
Medical Research and Materiel Command.
USAARL was established to provide direct
aviation medical research support to all Army
aviation and airborne activities. In 1974 it became the lead medical laboratory for vision and
acoustics research. An additional mission to
conduct health hazard assessments and counter
measures research on air and tactical ground
vehicles and weapons systems was added in
1977. USAARL also sponsors contract research
projects both onsite and at academic and other
government facilities.
In North Mississippi is the Raspet Flight Research Laboratory in Starkville, part of Missis-

sippi State University. It’s one of the premier
university flight research facilities in the nation.
The more than 50-year-old aeronautical research
lab has a heritage of full-scale flight vehicle development and test, advanced composites development and fabrication, computer-controlled
manufacturing, and test of prototype composite
applications. Expertise in the design, build and
test of prototype composite structures and components and possesses capabilities in the areas
of flight research and testing of manned and
unmanned fixed-wing and rotary-wing aircraft.
▫▫▫
1

“Universities Report $55 Billion in Science and Engineering R&D

Spending for FY 2009; Redesigned Survey to Launch in 2010.” National
Science Foundation InfoBrief (NSF 10-329). September 2010.
2

“R&D Expendutures at Federally Funded R&D Centers Reach $15.2

Billion in FY 2009.” National Science Foundation InfoBrief (NSF 11310) March 2011.
3

“Empowering the Nation Through Discovery and Innovation.” Na-

tional Science Foundation. April 2011.
4

“Smaller bombs part of push to cut casualties.” William H. McMichael.

Navy Times. May 7, 2011.

Technology transfer
Site name
Center for Energy Resource Management

Location
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
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5

Air Force Fact Sheet. Air Armament Center. 96th Air Base Wing. Octo-

ber 2010.
6

10

Ibid.

11

Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition Web site.

Air Force Fact Sheet. Air Force Research Laboratory/Munitions Direc-

torate. 96th Air Base Wing. January 2007
7

Air Force Fact Sheet. Armament Directorate. Team Eglin. September

2010.
8

University of Florida Research and Engineering Education Facility Web

site.
9

Stennis Space Center Web site.

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

high explosives

46th Test Wing, Eglin AFB, FL

test and evaluation

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

robotics/cognition/
cybersecurity/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

Naval Aerospace Medical Research Laboratory, Pensacola, FL
Research Institute on Autonomous Precision Guided Systems, Shalimar, FL
Rocket Propulsion Test Program Office, Stennis Space Cntr, MS
University of Florida Research and Engineering Education Facility, Shalimar, FL
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aerospace medicine
guided aerial weapons
propulsion systems
aero engineering

IV: Unmanned systems/robotics
Stennis Space Center • Institute for Human and Machine Cognition • Unmanned
Systems Center • Eglin Air Force Base

Northrop Grumman photo
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Robots: The future is now
Thousands of robots will
be flying in the future, and
many more will be on land,
in oceans and space, and
this region has a foot in the
door of a growth industry...

Mississippi

Louisiana

T

he vision for the future is, admittedly,
a bit unnerving. Swarms of robot aerial vehicles sweep in and attack targets with precision weapons. And
they know where to strike. The robots that look
like birds and even insects went in earlier, nearly
unnoticed, and were keeping an eye on targets.
Welcome to the world of the future.
That robotic systems may one day replace humans in warfare is just the latest iteration of a
historic fact of war: over time the kill range increases. Combatants who once looked each
other in the eye can nearly do so now, but from
a distance of thousands of miles and through
the eyes of a machine.
Robotics is one of the most research intensive
fields around, and one of the hottest segments is
unmanned aerial systems. It’s a high-growth segment of the aerospace industry, with sales expected to hit $11.5 billion over the next decade.
And this region has a foot in the door.
Unmanned aerial systems, flying robots if you
will, seem destined to have an impact on the
Gulf Coast region. How big is anybody’s guess,
in part because other areas are also trying to
land a piece of the action. But the Gulf Coast

By Duwayne Escobedo

Alabama

Florida

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

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.
Eglin AFB, Fla., is a major test facility for
UAV systems
At least two areas in the Gulf Coast
approved for UAV flights
Robotic systems being developed in
Pensacola, Fla., for NASA, others
Small companies at Stennis Space Center
incubator involved in UAV activities

could become a magnet. Moss Point, Miss.,
builds portions of two unmanned aerial systems
and likely will work on others. In addition, federal facilities at Mississippi’s John C. Stennis
Space Center and Florida’s Eglin Air Force Base
and Tyndall Air Force Base are involved in the
field in a very big way.
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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.

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,” said
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.”

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.
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 or over a
failed nuclear reactor.
For the Gulf Coast region, it’s the unmanned
aerial systems portion of the industry that’s
caught a lot of attention.
Worldwide expenditures are expected to reach
$11.5 billion over the next decade, totaling just
over $80 billion in the next 10 years, reported
the Teal Group, a Fairfax, Va., aerospace and
defense consulting firm.
The booming field
Unmanned aerial systems (UAS) or unmanned The biggest user today is the military. But as

Photo page 52: The Northrop Grumman-built Fire Scout unmanned helicopter is in service with the U.S. Navy.
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little as 10 years 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, 20092047” proposes to use nextgeneration unmanned aircraft in a
slate of new missions, including air
strikes, aerial refueling, cargo
transport and long-range bombing.
Northrop Grumman illustration
The U.S. Defense Department
Artist’s drawing of an unmanned combat aerial vehicle, the X-47,
spent $5.4 billion in 2010 on unleaving a Navy carrier. Unmanned systems are taking an increasing
manned aircraft development, pro- role in the military.
curement and operations, about
$2.5 billion more in military expenditures than Coast region would want to get involved.
in the entire decade of the 1990s.
Work is moving ahead on unmanned aerial
Moss Point foothold
systems big and small, from bird-sized UAVs to On the Gulf Coast, one of the key locations
those the size of jumbo jets. The numbers that for UAV activity is in Moss Point, Miss., north
will fill the skies won’t be in the thousands, but of Pascagoula and west of Mobile, Ala. That’s
in the tens of thousands. And they will be far
where Northrop Grumman, one of the premier
superior to what’s flying today.2
builders of unmanned aircraft, makes portions
Within 25 years robots could be a billion times of the Global Hawk and Fire Scout. The comsmarter and more powerful. Once relegated to pany also may wind up doing work there on the
surveillance, future unmanned aircraft will make larger unmanned helicopter, the Fire-X, being
life-and-death combat decisions on their own
developed by Northrop Grumman and Bell.
and even one day make autonomous flights in
George Freeland, executive director of the
commercial airspace.3
Jackson County Economic Development Foun“(Unmanned systems) have the potential to
dation, knew it was big when Northrop Grumrevolutionize the aviation and aerospace indus- man first started talking to him about building a
try globally,” said Michael Toscano, president
plant for final assembly of the brand new Fire
and CEO of the Association for Unmanned Ve- Scout unmanned helicopter.
hicles International.
Freeland knew enough about unmanned air“I don't think it’s an overstatement that this is craft to know it was a field destined to grow,
a revolution of military affairs,” said Air Force and having such a facility in Mississippi’s JackCol. Eric Mathewson, Unmanned Aircraft Sys- son County would have implications well down
tems Task Force director. “The revolution is the the road. Northrop Grumman eventually exconscious application of automated technolpanded its vision to work not only on Fire
ogy.”4
Scouts, but on Global Hawks as well. And it has
With all that growth, it was natural the Gulf
indicated more work could come.
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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.

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, who finds
that the military can’t seem to get enough unmanned vehicles.
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.
Currently, Mehlcorp works with Northrop
Grumman to design, manufacture, maintain and
support three different types of payload interface components for Hunter unmanned aircraft.
The interface unit monitors, controls and communicates between payloads aboard the Hunter.
The company designs and manufactures electronic systems for harsh environments. The systems involve software and hardware for interfacing with multiple communication protocols,
line of sight and satellite telemetry, sensor design and integration, all at lower power design.

Melhado sees his company continuing to grow
with the development of better camera and sensor technologies.
“The future is going to keep getting more and
more high tech,” he said. “There will be more
options as the technology gets better. We’ll see
better (UAV) communication to aircraft and to
satellites. And the more we find technology
catching up to the industry, the more we will be
doing and the better we will be doing.”
Flying high

The Gulf Coast is uniquely positioned to become an even bigger unmanned vehicle hub
given that the manufacturing, testing, and operation of UAVs can -- and does -- take place in
the region.
A key element to the region’s growth in unmanned systems are certificates of authorization
(COAs) to fly UAVs at two locations in Mississippi and one in Northwest Florida. Areas
around Trent Lott International Airport in Moss
Point and Stennis Space Center in Mississippi,
both have rare COAs. Unmanned systems are
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also flown at Eglin Air Force Base
in military air space.
Flight certification for any new
site usually takes several years. The
fact three exist in the region is
beneficial as the U.S. government
begins to take steps to allow unmanned and manned aircraft to
share the national airspace.
Federal legislation moving
through Congress would create
four test sites to study the ability
of unmanned aircraft systems
sharing airspace and runways with
manned and commercial aircraft.
It sets a goal of integrating the
systems by September 2015.
Civilian uses of unmanned vehicles have been hampered by a lack
of standards and rules, which the
legislation helps to address.
“A primary remaining challenge
is to work out the necessary policies, procedures, and technologies
that will permit UAVs to operate
safely in U.S. civil airspace along
side conventionally piloted aircraft,” Ford said.
Photo courtesy Northrop Grumman
Because an area near Stennis
The
Fire
X
project
is
a
larger
version
of
the
Fire Scout and uses a Bell
Space Center can fly UAVs, the
helicopter,
but
much
of
the
Fire
Scout
system
is used in Fire-X.
Mississippi Enterprise for Technology is working to re-establish a
calibration and validation program that NASA tems, much of the research and development
once oversaw at Stennis Space Center.
and testing of new technologies occurs a few
“UAVs could calibrate and validate their sen- hundred miles to the east in Florida’s Pensacola,
sors and imaging equipment by using this pro- Fort Walton Beach and Panama City areas.
gram, which includes specialized targets on the
It is no surprise that the Air Force’s Eglin and
ground,” said Charles E. Beasley, MSET presi- Tyndall bases on Florida’s Gulf Coast support
dent. “The program could be something very
many of the military branch’s UAV activities.
unique in the United States once the calibration Air Force leaders have made it quite clear that
and validation technology is transferred into
they have every intention to become the Pentacommercial use.”
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 are
Florida UAV muscle
wanted.
While Mississippi produces unmanned sysGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 57
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Northwest Florida
Aerospace highlights: Center for Air Force
aerial weapons research and development;
major naval aviation training center; large
number of startup companies associated
with Eglin Air Force Base.
Key cities: Pensacola; Fort Walton Beach;
Crestview; Shalimar; Panama City
Counties: Escambia; Santa Rosa; Okaloosa,
Walton, Bay
Population: 853,447
Workforce: 263,072
Local economic development:
• Pensacola Bay Area Chamber of Commerce (850) 438-4081
• Team Santa Rosa (850) 623-0174
• Economic Development Council for Okaloosa County (850) 362-6467

Eglin Air Force Base is home to many research and development activities, including the
Air Armament Center, Air Force Research
Laboratory Munitions Directorate and three test
wings.
It is in the running for a single Air Force Reserve Command MQ-1 Remote Split-Operation
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.
Officials will begin conducting evaluations of
Eglin, covering a range of operational and facility issues. Based on the results of these efforts,
officials expect to announce the preferred alternative by this summer.
Non-military uses

Unmanned aerial systems aren’t just for the
military any more either. As technology continues 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
Regional economic development:
were even used to fly over the damaged nuclear
• Florida’s Great Northwest (850) 337-3469
reactors in Japan after an earthquake and tsunami ravaged the country in March.
State economic development:
“Were seeing a change not only in the history
• Enterprise Florida (407) 956-5600
of war, but humanity,” said Singer during a
March lecture at the Office of Naval Research.5
Although UAVs were first used in significant
It’s a vision of the future seconded by Ford of
numbers during the Vietnam War, it wasn’t until the Florida Institute for Human and Machine
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan called for con- Cognition. He has a team of scientists heavily
stant overhead reconnaissance that the demand involved in work on robotic systems.
for unmanned systems took off.
One of IHMC’s current projects is working
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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
NASA photo
robot that can walk over unexRobonaut 2 is circling the Earth in the International Space Station, but
pected terrain, recover from
it has no legs. The Institute for Human and Machine Cognition is
pushes and do work in the real
working to create algorithms to let robots like R2 walk.
world – or other worlds.
“For the last year, our robotics team and folks Moss Point, Miss., already has one production
facility and can grow not only within its current
at Johnson (Space Center in Houston) have
been working to understand how R2, or robots plant, but on the option it has for an additional
like R2, could be outfitted with legs and enabled 30 acres at Jackson County Aviation Technolto walk,” IHMC’s Ford said. “We’ve done a lot ogy Park. But there are other locations on the
Gulf Coast that could be used for production
of work on bipedal walkers.”6
Previously, IHMC worked with the Defense lines. Several of the parks sit next to runways,
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) including Whiting Aviation Park in Milton, Fla.,
Learning Locomotion project. Work resulted in Mobile Aeroplex in Mobile, Ala., and Stennis
IHMC getting a small, four-legged robot, Bos- International Airport in Kiln, Miss. A future
ton Dynamics’ Little Dog, to walk over rocks,
cluster of UAV companies is a possibility.
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 1 “Robots: The Real Killer App,” p. 3, Alliance Insight.
ankles that are controlled by an on-board com- April 2011.
2 Ibid.
puter.7
3
Ibid.
Popular Mechanics
That the Gulf Coast will remain a player in the 5 “Robots: The Real Killer App.”
UAV field seems to be a given. There will be a 6 “IHMC Seeks to Give Robonaut 2 a Let Up,” p. 4, Allilot of UAVs built in the future, and companies ance Insight, April 2011
7 Ibid.
will begin looking for locations to build them.
4

Places where UAVs are permitted to fly and
places that are close to the end users will have
competitive advantage.
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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
NAS Whiting Field • NAS Pensacola • Coast Guard Air Station New Orleans
National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center • Tyndall Air Force Base
Coast Guard Aviation Training Center Mobile • Keesler Air Force Base

Rockwell Collins photo
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Gulf Coast’s military might
The Gulf Coast region has
one of the nation’s largest
concentrations of military
bases, with many focused
on aviation-related
activities...

Mississippi

Louisiana

R

esidents of the nation’s Gulf Coast
don’t tolerate very well any complaints about the noise of military
aircraft passing overhead or the rumbling of ordnance being tested at a nearby military installation.
That, they tell the uninitiated or the uniformed, is the “Sound of Freedom.”
A new sound of freedom is soon to be heard
in the skies over Northwest Florida as the F-35
Lightning II Joint Strike Fighter arrives at Eglin
Air Force Base along with a training center being opened to accommodate the Air Force’s
“fifth generation” fighter.
The establishment of the F-35 training center
at Eglin has been eagerly anticipated, in part for
the economic impact it will have on the surrounding area.
The multimillion-dollar Joint Strike Fighter
Integrated Training Center is being built to accommodate 59 aircraft. And aviators who come
to Eglin to learn the intricacies of the F-35 will
use some mind-blowing training equipment, including a high-fidelity 360-degree cockpit display and state-of-the-art helmets that look
somewhat robotic.

By Tom McLaughlin

Alabama

Florida

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

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 $47 billion
from military between 2000 and 2010
Land and Gulf of Mexico water ranges
available for training
Home to one of the nation’s four ANG
combat readiness training centers

The first students, pilots and maintenance personnel, are expected to arrive at Eglin in late
2011 to learn about the jet that will be the key
strike fighter for the Navy, Marine Corps, Air
Force and allied nations.
While the training center is a major addition to
the region, it’s but a single military activity
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Lockheed Martin photo

The F-35 Joint Strike Fighter’s first training center will be at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla. The first aircraft is expected to arrive in late 2011. It will be used by the Air Force, Navy and Marines, and allied nations.

among many on the Gulf Coast, which has one
of the highest concentrations of bases in the
nation - and among the most valuable in sheer
dollars.
The Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2010 Baseline lists Eglin, Naval
Air Station Pensacola, Fla., and Keesler Air
Force Base, Miss., as among the largest sites in
the continental U.S. in terms of plant replacement values - $8.6 billion for the three alone.
Eglin and NAS Pensacola are among the top
three in value in all of Florida, and Keesler is the
most valuable in Mississippi.
Dollars aside, the Gulf Coast is home to several major commands and has activities involving every branch of the military and Coast
Guard. Twelve installations between Panama
City, Fla., and New Orleans have aviation missions. Other bases are involved in activities that
include cyber training and underwater warfare.
The size of the military footprint in the region
makes it a huge engine of the economy, with an

estimated annual impact on the order of some
$18 billion.
The bases bring in federal dollars through personnel paychecks spent in the local community,
and they’re a source of income for local businesses that provide services, from lawn care to
defense equipment. More than 3,400 companies
in 12 Gulf Coast counties and parishes were
awarded $47 billion through 46,000 contracts
between 2000 and 2010.1
The military’s presence has attracted companies big and small, established and startups. Preeminent among these are defense companies
involved in military aviation activities who want
to be close to the end user of their products.
And with the trend towards consolidation,
there’s every chance the military footprint will
grow larger.
Long-time presence

There has been a military presence in the region for 400 years, and its connection to aero-
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space extends back 100 years to the establishment of naval aviation training in Pensacola, Fla. Before World War II, other air
fields were established in the region.
Part of the reason the Gulf Coast was
attractive back then was 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 visionary senior Congressional leaders
who saw the military bases as a good way
to develop the region.
Over the years the Gulf Coast has manAir National Guard photo
aged to retain most of its bases and, seem- An F-15 on the tarmac at the Gulfport-Biloxi
International
ingly, its pull in Congress. Base realignAirport in Mississippi. The airport is the location of the Air
ment and closings have benefitted bases in National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center.
this region, particularly Eglin. It scored a
major coup in November 2005 when it was cho- Milton. The complex employs 9,600 military
sen as the new home for the Army 7th Special personnel and 6,800 civilians.
Forces (Airborne) and the Joint Strike Fighter
In Northwest Florida alone, hundreds of busitraining center.
nesses have moved in or been created from
scratch to provide for the needs of facilities like
Eglin’s Air Armament Center, which oversees
The clusters
While there are military and Coast Guard ac- the test and evaluation of Air Force navigation,
command and weapons systems.
tivities spread throughout the Gulf Coast,
About 35 percent of Northwest Florida’s reNorthwest Florida and South Mississippi have
gional output is driven by defense spending,
the two largest clusters of bases.
Northwest Florida is home to 724-square-mile much more than in other Florida regions, according to the Economic Development Council
Eglin, one of the largest bases in the world. It
of Okaloosa County. The military has an estistretches across three counties and claims domated $15.5 billion annual economic impact in
minion over 134,000 miles of air space and
123,000 miles of water range. Eglin’s facilities, five Northwest Florida counties, Escambia,
from labs to training ranges, are used by every Santa Rosa, Okaloosa, Walton and Bay, according to the University of West Florida’s Haas
branch of the military as well as defense conCenter for Business and Economic Developtractors. Two adjacent bases, Duke Field and
Hurlburt Field, help comprise what is known as ment.
In Okaloosa County, home to the Eglin main
the Eglin complex, where an estimated 15,000
complex,
Duke and Hurlburt fields, defensemilitary and associated personnel are stationed.
To the east of Eglin lie Tyndall Air Force Base related spending accounts for close to three
and the Naval Surface Warfare Center.. To the quarters of its economic activity.2
“The aerospace industry in Okaloosa County
west of Eglin, the Pensacola Naval Air Station
complex is the westernmost Florida base. NAS and the Northwest Florida area offer the most
substantial growth opportunities and the best
Pensacola, Saufley Field and Corry Station are
match to the region’s business climate,” said
all in Pensacola and NAS Whiting Field is in
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Combined, the military has an
annual estimated $2 billion economic impact on the South Mississippi economy.3
With most of South Mississippi’s
bases in Harrison County, economic development leaders there
are acutely aware of the significance.
“We in Harrison County can say
we are the knowledge center for
military training and we are playing
a key role in the nation’s defense
and security, deploying troops
worldwide and acting as a key operational and logistics center,” said
Air Force photo
Larry Barnett, executive director of
The Air Force Special Operations AC-130 gunship’s primary role is
the Harrison County Development
close air support, air interdiction and force protection. The most charCommission.
acteristic feature of the gunship is its ability to circle a target and put
sustained firepower on a target. In the Gulf Coast region, the gunships
“South Mississippi has leadingare based at Florida’s Hurlburt Field and Duke Field.
edge research and practical experience with composites that go into
Larry Sassano, president of the Okaloosa
aircraft; it has plants that use composites to
County Economic Development Council.
make a variety of products; it builds warships
Rep. Jeff Miller, R-Fla., chairman of the
capable of launching robot aircraft; satellite
House Veterans’ Affairs Committee, said the
builders whose high-flying craft and remote senpresence of military men and women “is not
sors are key to command and control as well as
only an important part of our history, it is also surveillance; it has the companies that build the
part of our culture and our economy. We are
engines that power spacecraft and engine testing
proud and honored to have them as members
facilities,” Barnett said.
of our community.”
While the activities in the region are varied,
South Mississippi’s military muscle is centered there are several that jump out. Bases in the rearound Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, where gion serve as a vast schoolhouse where hunthousands go for electronics training; the Air
dreds of technical courses are taught to thouNational Guard’s Combat Readiness Training
sands of students. The region serves as an aviaCenter in Gulfport, where trained aviators come tion training center for pilots, navigators and
to hone their fighting skills or for preweapons officers. It also is where experienced
deployment training; the Naval Construction
personnel come to hone their war-fighting skills.
Battalion Center in Gulfport, home of the East
Coast Seabees; Camp Shelby near Hattiesburg, a Aviation training
vast National Guard training site and preTwo Navy bases on the Gulf Coast are indeployment staging area; and Navy activities at volved in the initial training of aviators. Naval
NASA’s John C. Stennis Space Center, home of Air Station Pensacola, which began training nathe Naval Oceanographic Office that provides val aviators while Orville Wright was still alive,
crucial atmospheric and oceanographic informa- is the oldest. It’s the primary training base for all
tion to troops deployed worldwide.
Navy, Marine and Coast Guard aviators.
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Defense contracts
Location

Defense contractors

Dollars awarded 2000-2010

Contracts 2000-2010

Jackson County, MS

145

$18,764,599,939

982

Orleans Parish, LA

395

$7,537,314,517

5,406

Okaloosa County, FL

480

$7,352,408,017

6,732

Bay County, FL

374

$5,360,481,464

5,574

St. Tammany Parish, LA

196

$2,255,243,718

8,615

Mobile County, AL

444

$2,046,039,858

3,685

Escambia County, FL

553

$2,038,319,577

10,295

Harrison County, MS

453

$1,210,629,678

2,811

Santa Rosa County, FL

152

$242,230,603

856

Hancock County, MS

57

$156,690,817

341

Baldwin County, AL

122

$66,114,107

701

Walton County, FL

35

$8,561,958

214

3,406

$47,038,634,253

46,206

TOTALS

Source: GovernmentContractsWon.com. (Compiled May 11, 2011)

The base’s Sherman Field is home to the
Navy’s Blue Angels flight demonstration team
that thrills thousands each year with air shows
around the world, but it’s also home of Training
Air Wing SIX, which provides flight training for
Navy and Marine aviator prospects and navigation and combat systems training to Air Force
officers.
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 more
than 8,200 acres of land forming a network of
outlying fields (OLF).
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, one of the nation’s
premier fighters.
Eglin Air Force base has been training pilots
for decades, and with the long anticipated,
sometimes controversial and much heralded
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Air Force photo

A Hurricane Hunter on the tarmac on a winter day. The aircraft are assigned to the 403rd Reserve Wing at Keesler
Air Force Base, Miss., near Biloxi.

arrival of the F-35 Lightning II Joint Strike
Force fighter, the F-35 training center will be set
up as the training base for the men and women
who will fly and maintain the aircraft.
When the center is at full initial strength, there
will be 59 planes. A projected 1,563 personnel
and 1,714 dependents will arrive with the F-35s.
Helicopter training is conducted not only at
Florida’s NAS Whiting Field, but also across the
state line in Alabama at the Army’s Fort Rucker,
home to the 1st Aviation Brigade and the 110th
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 heliports 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.
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 Florida’s Eglin and
Mississippi’s Camp Shelby, and water ranges
over the Gulf of Mexico.
Tyndall’s 325th Fighter Wing is “the home of
air dominance training,” which in the past pitted
two teams flying a variety of aircraft, including F
-22s, F-15s and B-52 bombers in live air simulated battle.
“It’s about being able to impart knowledge
and experience,” Lt. Col. Mark Hayes told the
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wind up learning a skill that often
follows them to civilian life.
The massive education complex
spread throughout the Gulf Coast
region annually schools thousands
of military and civilian personnel
from every branch of service,
other federal agencies and allied
nations.
The Navy’s Education and
Training Command, responsible
for Navy training worldwide, is
located in Pensacola. NAS Pensacola houses hangars, classrooms
and laboratories in a huge facility
fondly known as The Mega Building. The Mega Building is where
Air Force photo
An F-16C of the 177th Fighter Wing heads back to New Jersey after
“aviation specialists” for the
the wing participated in Combat Archer training at Tyndall Air Force
Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, Air
Base, Fla. Aircraft from outside the Gulf Coast participate in exercises
Force and Army, as well as those
throughout the Gulf Coast region.
from allied nations, come to receive training.
media organization Air-Attack.com after a “War The runway at Saufley Field, not far from
Day” training battle hosted by Tyndall in 2008. NAS Pensacola, offers a nice distraction as a site
Combat skills training also occurs in Missiswhere training aviators practice “touch and go”
sippi at the Air National Guard Combat Readi- landing techniques, but Saufley’s real focus is
ness Training Center, a 220-acre site at Gulfport the technical education of military members. It’s
Biloxi International Airport that not only con- home to the Naval Education and Training Protrols the air combat activity, but also serves as a gram Development Center. It’s from Saufley
pre-deployment training site for ground person- that the nation’s 60 college ROTC programs
nel. An estimated 17,000 to 20,000 men and
and nearly 450 high school junior ROTC prowomen Air National Guard and Air Force Re- grams are administered.
serve flight personnel are trained at the location, Saufley Field employs 1,000 military and civillogging 25,000 training days a month.
ian workers and houses 10 Department of DeTo the north of Gulfport is Camp Shelby, the fense tenants with an education function, inlargest state owned training site in the nation
cluding the Naval General Library Program, an
with 135,000 acres provided for air-to-ground
information network available to Naval personweapons training and low altitude airspace.
nel at home and abroad, the Navy Voluntary
Education program and the Naval Education
and Training Command Automated InformaThe military as educator
While primarily a fighting force, the military is tion system.
NAS Whiting Field in Milton provides learna premier post-secondary organization. It’s a
university, two-year-college and vocational tech- ing opportunities to aspiring mechanics and
technicians at its Center for Aviation Technical
nical training school all rolled into one. Thousands of men and women enter the military and Training Detachment.
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Air Force photo

An F-15 is fitted with an improved radar system to test at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla..
Electronic/cyber warriors

In an age where computer attacks occur daily,
cyber security is one of the hottest fields in the
military, where it falls under the more generic
umbrella of information dominance.
Information dominance involves being able to
protect U.S. communication assets, as well as
having the ability to attack an enemy’s cyber capabilities. The Gulf Coast has three bases with
significant training activities.
Mississippi’s Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi
is 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 an annual report on the military in South Mississippi that’s published by the

Harrison County Economic Development Commission’s Communicator newsletter..
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 in Florida, the Navy’s
Corry Station, part of the Pensacola Naval Complex, is known as the Navy’s Center for Information Dominance.
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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 technology required to conduct electronic warfare.
Further to the east at Hurlburt Field, intermediate level cyber soldiers receive training at a
17,000 square foot building set up for the Air
Force’s 39th Information Operation Squadron
located there. At Hurlburt officers take classes in
military deception and operational security. 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.

The Navy at Stennis Space Center
In addition to all the military bases in the region,
there’s also a sizeable operation at NASA’s John C.
Stennis Space Center, where the Navy with more than
2,000 people is the largest tenant. It’s the home of the
Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command,
which provides oceanographic and atmospheric information for the fleet worldwide.
The commands’ Naval Oceanographic Office utilizes
many tools, including aircraft, satellite and unmanned
underwater vehicles to collect data.
NAVOCEANO occupies 630,000 square feet of space
at Stennis, including a new $42 million Ocean Science
Building. It converts the intelligence information it collects into data that can be used to help 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.

The laboratories

Gulf Coast bases also serve as research labs
and proving grounds. The region is home to
multibillion-dollar facilities that conduct research, development, testing and evaluation.
The Air Force Research Laboratory/
Munitions Directorate at Eglin conducts advanced research and development for airlaunched weapons tasked with defeating opposing weapons on the ground, in the air and in
space.
Eglin’s 53rd Wing tests all of the fighters,
bombers, unmanned aerial vehicles and weapons
systems in the Air Force inventory.
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 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.
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Army photo

Helicopter training at Fort Rucker, near Dothan, Ala. Fort Rucker is the Army’s aviation training center.

Hurlburt Field is home to the U.S. Air Force
Flight training and technical education are the Special Operations Command, the Air Force
component of the military’s unified U.S. Special
primary missions on the Gulf Coast, but the
trainers and teachers share the region and its re- Operations Command.
The Special Operations forces stationed at
sources with operational units that are deployed
Hurlburt Field are utilized all over the world.
worldwide.
The Continental U.S. North American Aero- The AC-130U gunship, the MC-130E Combat
Talon I and the MC-130H Combat Talon II fly
space Defense Command Region - First Air
out of Hurlburt and are equipped and mainForce (Air Forces Northern), based at Tyndall
tained there to fulfill specialized duties.
Air Force Base, is one of five numbered Air
Duke Field, five miles from Crestview and
Forces assigned to Air Combat Command. It
about
20 miles north of the Eglin main gate, is
has sole responsibility for ensuring the air sovereignty and air defense of the continental United home to the 919th Special Operations Wing, the
only special operations unit in the Air Force reStates, U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico.
serve.
As the Continental U.S. Region (CONR) for
NORAD, the bi-national North American Aero- In 2011, the U.S. Army Airborne 7th Special
Forces Group will arrive from Fort Bragg, N.C.
space Defense Command, CONR provides air
defense in the form of airspace surveillance and to take up residence at Duke Field. The unit will
airspace control.
Operational units
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bring an estimated 2,200 soldiers and with them
3,867 dependents.
At Duke, the Special Forces group will join the
1,300 reservists of the 919th Special Operations
Wing. The reservists maintain the M-130 E
Combat Talon and MC-130 P Combat Shadow
modified for covert operations and aerial refueling of Special Ops helicopters. The unit reports
to the Special Operations Command at Hurlburt
during times of war.

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

Military aviationaviation-related bases
Base

Acres

Mission

Eglin Air Force Base, Valparaiso, FL

453,594

weapons; F-35 training; special ops

Camp Shelby, Hattiesburg, MS

136,000

air, ground, training center

Fort Rucker, Dothan, AL

59,382

helicopter pilot training

Tyndall Air Force Base, Panama City, FL

28,824

air combat training

Hurlburt Field, Mary Esther, FL

6,634

air special operations

Naval Air Station Pensacola, FL

5,761

pilot, technical training

Naval Air Station JRB New Orleans, LA

5,076

fighters; search and rescue

Naval Air Station Whiting Field, Milton, FL

3,914

pilot training

Keesler Air Force Base, Biloxi, MS

1,670

airlift operations; electronics training

Duke Field, FL (Eglin Auxiliary Field #3)

1,348

special operations

895

education

Saufley Field

Other military aviation activities
Facility

Acres

Mission

n/a

Coast Guard aviator training

Mobile Regional Airport, Mobile, AL (1,717 acres)
Coast Guard Aviation Training Center

Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport , Gulfport, MS (1,700 acres)
NG Combat Readiness Training Center

267

combat skills training

1108th Aviation Classification Repair

35

helicopter repair

Source: Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2010 Baseline (as of Sept. 30, 2009)
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Keesler. The Flying Jennies of the 815th Airlift
Squadron, under the operational control of the
403rd, gained recognition in the Iraq/
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.
Potential downside

While the benefits of the military are clear,
there’s also the downside. As the base realignment effort has shown, bases can close, units
can be sent elsewhere and the mission can
change. Although this region has gained more
than its lost from base realignments, it has not
escaped unscathed. Mobile, Ala., which in the
1960s saw Brookley Air Force Base close, also
suffered in more recent years with the closing of
the Navy homeport. The same thing happened

Other military bases
Base

Acres

Mission

1,169

construction

Corry Station, Pensacola, FL

674

cryptology; information dominance

Camp Rudder (Eglin Auxiliary Field 6)

629

ground troop training

Coast Guard Pascagoula, MS

n/a

search and rescue; law enforcement

6

search and rescue; law enforcement

Surface Warfare Center, Panama City, FL

669

underwater warfare

Lynn Haven Defense Fuel Support

203

fuel

Naval Support Activity New Orleans

199

reservists, others

Naval Operational Support Center, N.O.

13

reservists, others

New Orleans East Bank

26

reservists, others

Naval Construction Battalion Center, MS

Coast Guard Gulfport, MS

Military as tenant
Base
Supervisor of Shipbuilding, Pascagoula, MS

Personnel

Mission

461

oversees contractor work

2,168

oceanography, special warfare; research

John C. Stennis Space Center, MS (138,500 acres)
Navy activities

Source: Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2010 Baseline (as of Sept. 30, 2009)
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to the west in Pascagoula, Miss., which lost its
Navy homeport. The bases were brand new, but
fell to the axe anyway.
Pensacola, Fla., was once home to one of six
Naval Aviation Depots (NADEP), but base
closings and realignments of the early 90s eliminated Pensacola’s depot, along with three others.
It was one of Pensacola’s major employers.
That reliance on the military causes some to
worry.
One of those is Florida State Sen. Don Gaetz,
R-Niceville, who saw first hand with the fallout
from the Deepwater Horizons Oil Spill how reliant his coastal district, which includes NAS Pensacola, Eglin, Tyndall, the Naval Surface Warfare
Center and Hurlburt and Whiting fields, has become on tourism and the military.
He and others see aerospace and associated industries as an important cushion. They
want nothing more than to diversify.
“Northwest Florida’s economic strength is
also our potential weakness - that we’re a twotrick pony. We depend on the military and on
tourism for the vast amount of our economic
activity and jobs. What’s missing is diversification,” said Gaetz.
“What’s necessary is an economic development strategy that leverages our strengths. Because of our military bases and military contractors, Northwest Florida is rich in engineers,
physicists, researchers, and scientists. We must
incubate and create as well as attract mid-tech
and high-tech companies that will use our existing highly trained labor force and give us a third
force economic strength. The templates are central Florida's high-tech corridor and even the
research triangle in North Carolina.”
▫▫▫
GovernmentContractsWon.com
Study by UWF
3 Military publication of the Harrison County Development Commission
1
2
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Watching their backs

P

erhaps it’s patriotism, or a sense
of service championed by the
many military retirees who
choose to settle along the Gulf Coast.
Perhaps it’s simply an understanding of
what a huge economic engine the military represents.
Whatever the reason, support for the
military on the Gulf Coast is just about
a given.
In both Northwest Florida and South
Mississippi, economic development
groups have gone to great lengths to
promote the military missions in their
Air Force photo
area and have stood behind their bases An F-15 Eagle fires an AIM-7 Sparrow medium range air-to-air
when threats have emerged. Bases and missile during Combat Archer air-to-air weapons system evaluacommunities have realized the value of tion program mission over the Gulf of Mexico. The 71st Fighter
Squadron deployed from Langley Air Force Base, Va., to Tyndall
working together.
AFB, Fla., to support the program.
Eglin Air Force Base established its
first test range in the Gulf of Mexico in
1958. At that time, few, if any, have challenged
“If our politicians claim to be supportive of
the military’s right to use the Gulf for training
the military, why would they be for oil drilling?”
or weapons testing and development.
Brian Haugen, president-elect of the Destin
“We never had any problem,” Ralph CampArea Chamber of Commerce, asked at the time.
bell, who worked with Eglin’s first missile sys- “Drilling is not a good thing for us. It’s going to
tems from 1958 to 1981, told a Northwest Flor- ruin tourism and degrade our military mission,
ida newspaper. “People always did what the
and for what, possible oil reserves? That doesn’t
military told them.”
make much sense to me.”
Today Eglin lays claim to 123,000 square
About a dozen Florida chambers of commiles of water range and 134,000 square miles
merce, from Tallahassee to Pensacola, signed a
of total airspace over water. The “military mis- resolution opposing offshore drilling.
sion line” runs south into the Gulf of Mexico
State Sen. Don Gaetz echoed fellow Northfrom Hurlburt Field at the southwestern edge of west Florida lawmakers when he told a reporter
Okaloosa County to a point south of Tampa.
the military mission will always come first when
Eglin shares the water ranges with Tyndall Air drilling in the Gulf is being considered.
Force Base and the Naval Warfare Center, both
“You can’t kill the goose who laid the golden
in Panama City, Hurlburt Field, NAS Pensacola egg,” Gaetz said, referencing the military’s estiand NAS Whiting Field.
mated $60 billion impact on Florida’s economy.
In 2009, though, the military’s Gulf domain
“And you don’t want the golden goose to fly
came under siege from Florida lawmakers who away.”
wanted to drill in state waters for oil and natural Col. Arnie Bunch at Eglin’s Air Armament
gas. The reaction in the Gulf Coast was strong. Center pulled no punches about a possible imGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 76
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pact when called to testify in 2009 before the
Florida Senate’s Rules Committee.
“We would be impacted,” Bunch testified at
the public hearing. “There are lots of activities
in this area from all the Department of Defense
agencies.”
The idea was rejected that year by the state
Senate, and following the 2010 Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, it has been placed on a back
burner for the foreseeable future.
Another example of the protective spirit came
in 2006, when the Department of Defense announced it was considering gutting Eglin Air
Force Base’s 46th Test Wing and relocating
much of it to Edwards Air Force Base in California.
The region’s congressional delegation received
hundreds of phone calls and e-mails and the
Okaloosa County Economic Development
Commission sent a delegation to Washington
D.C. to argue against the proposal.
Members of the U.S. House and Senate from
this region fought to halt the Pentagon’s planners in their tracks. In the end, the 46th Test
Wing remained in place and intact.
That’s not to say it’s always whatever the military wants. On some occasion, military and civilian interests do diverge. Some residents of Valparaiso, which is right up against Eglin, were
concerned that noise from F-35s would alter the
value of their homes.
The issue was addressed through changing
runways and limiting flight operations.
Local EDC’s and chambers of commerce
continue to stand up on behalf of the bases and
help base officials press the argument for more
Department of Defense missions and dollars.
Several Florida counties, including Escambia
where the Pensacola Complex is located and
Santa Rosa, where NAS Whiting Field and portions of Eglin Air Force Base are located, have
developed land development codes that establish standards for land use around military bases.
Okaloosa County, in conjunction with Santa
Rosa and Walton counties, local municipalities

and the military, have obtained grants and used
them to not only study land use issues, but also
to apply what was learned to prevent undo encroachment on local bases.
In 2008, Tyndall Air Force Base in Bay
County, Fla., put together an Air Installation
Compatible Use Zone study. The document
looked at the present and future potential impact of several things, including land use development, aircraft accident potential and aircraft
noise on local bases.
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
proactively to encourage new mission elements
to the area.
Regional officials act in coordination with former military officers to attain their goals, according to Larry Barnett, executive director of
the HCDC. He provided a list of four achievements of the commission:
•

•

•
•

City of Biloxi updated its Land Ordinance
to reflect new height restrictions around
Keesler AFB
City of Gulfport has similar zoning restrictions around the Gulfport Biloxi International Airport to protect Air National Guard
The Chamber of Commerce has a strong
Military Affairs Committee
Mississippi Gulf Coast Chamber hosts annual “Salute to Military” Celebration to
honor men and women of armed services
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Northrop Grumman photo
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Taking care of business
A combination of colleges,
vo-tech schools and job
training programs are all
designed to meet the needs
of new and established
businesses alike...

Mississippi

Alabama

Florida

Louisiana

I

n the heat of a controversial battle to build
the U.S. Air Force’s new generation of air
refueling tankers, U.S. Sen. Patty Murray
from Washington claimed Alabama lacked
the know-how and workforce to produce the
military airplanes.
“I have stood on the line in Everett, Wash.,
where we have thousands of workers who go to
work every day to build these planes,” Murray
was quoted as saying about Boeing’s manufacturing plant there. “I would challenge anybody
to tell me that they’ve stood on a line in Alabama and seen anybody building anything.”
While the comment was absurd, she touched
on an important issue for companies. It’s one
that not only Alabama can retort confidently but
it’s Gulf Coast neighbors in Florida, Mississippi
and Louisiana can as well.
The Gulf Coast region has a network of universities, community colleges, vocational training
operations and other education programs designed to meet the needs of new and established
business alike. And it doesn’t matter whether the
need is for a line worker at a factory or an engineer involved in aerospace activities. The region’s educational institutes are there to satisfy

By Duwayne Escobedo

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•
•

10 universities with main campuses in the
corridor, 5 more with operations
Multiple STEM learning centers, including
Infinity and Flight Academy, in region
Growth seen in aerospace engineering,
industrial, systems engineering jobs
High schools have specialized courses for
targeted industries
Alabama’s Daphne, Spanish Fort high
schools have aviation academies
University of Southern Mississippi a
national leader in polymer science

the need. But the big question is, of course, are
the programs effective? The best way to find out
is to look at some of the results:
- Mobile, Ala., is home to Brookley Aeroplex,
where more than 1,500 workers at ST Mobile
Aerospace perform scheduled aircraft maintenance and major aircraft modifications on a wide
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range of aircraft. Not far away, the Airbus
North American Engineering Center opened
in 2006 and performs design work for the
European giant’s line of aircraft.
- In the same industrial park, Teledyne
Continental Motors, recently purchased by
China’s AVIC, employs about 450 workers in
the manufacture of piston engines, components and ignition systems for general aviation. The products were good enough to
prompt the interest of the Chinese.
- In Baldwin County well to the east of
Brookley, Goodrich Aerospace provides services from its 730 employees building, repairing and overhauling parts.
- One group of workers in Mississippi surprised corporate officials in California with
how quickly they learned the intricacies of
building unmanned aerial vehicles. It was
back in 2006 that Northrop Grumman,
which had already singled itself out as one of
the biggest names in unmanned aerial systems, took a huge leap of faith and opened its
101,000-square-foot Unmanned Systems
Center in Moss Point, Miss.
The region’s universities, colleges and vocational training
Some within and outside the company
institutes work closely with area businesses to prepare
thought Northrop Grumman was taking a
workers.
big risk moving into an area where workers
had no training in building aircraft, let alone
because it would be absurd to say something so
highly sophisticated unmanned aerial systems.
absolutely ridiculous.”
But the risk paid off. The company found that
It should not be surprising that a lot of folks in
the learning curve of the new workers in Missis- the Gulf Coast take umbrage when the dumb
sippi was far shorter than anyone could ever
Southerner stereotype card is played. A strong
have anticipated. The work was nearly flawless
commitment exists among business, academic
Apparently, they do build stuff.
and political leaders to ensure a well-trained and
educated workforce exists. Beyond that, the Gulf
Coast states have put the mechanism in place to
What’s in place
create an entire specialized workforce when
Upon hearing Murray’s remarks, Alabama
needed.
leaders quickly came to the defense of their
The Gulf Coast states boast the presence of
state’s and the region’s workforce that supports
world-class
research institutions and university
the Gulf Coast’s expanding aerospace industry.
programs, vocational training centers, high
“To declare that Alabama cannot build anything is simply ignorant,” said U.S. Sen. Richard schools focused on aviation, and museums and
education centers dedicated to improving
Shelby, R-Ala. Then-Alabama Gov. Bob Riley
added: “Surely Sen. Murray was just misquoted youth’s knowledge of science, technology, engiGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 80
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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

neering and math, or STEM. They all have the
goal of growing the aerospace corridor and
meeting the industry’s future challenges: an aging
workforce and the loss of technical talent.
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.
Northwest Florida State College Vice President David 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,” Goetsch said.
“Businesses depend on education to provide
their employees, supervisors, and leaders what
they need in order to succeed in a competitive
market place. 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 instruc-
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tors and program advisors, and to provide finan- engineering degree that can be completed at several Florida state universities.
cial resources.”
Tad Ihns, founder and CEO of Avalex Technologies in the Pensacola, Fla., area appreciates
Commitment: Smart workforce
all the efforts made to educate and train local
Those are more than empty words.
In Alabama, the Aviation Center at Mobile has workers. However, he would also like for economic development organizations to assist aerotrained people for high-skill, high-wage jobs
since 1976. It is based on the Brookley Aeroplex space companies like his attract more electrical
that boasts a 9,000-foot runway and has worked and software engineers from outside the area.
closely with state economic development leaders “We need to have a concentrated effort to recruit talented, young workers that we need in the
since 1986 to attract aerospace companies.
“The aviation industry in the Mobile area is on area to fuel growth and high-wage jobs in our
the rise,” added Larrie Zimmer, Aviation Center aerospace and high-tech fields,” he said.
at Mobile director. “Continued development and In Mississippi, Mississippi State University’s
industry expansion has provided the region, and National Science Foundation Engineering Research Center offers bachelor’s, master’s and
beyond, with a strong and diverse workforce.
doctoral degrees in aerospace engineering. The
The shipyards and the new steel mill are also
university is also the home of Raspet Flight
recruiting high-skilled and semi-skilled trained
workers and providing additional in-house train- Laboratory, which specializes in the design and
ing. These are high-need, high-paying, long-term testing of materials to support rapid prototyping
for lighter weight aircraft.
job opportunities.”
The University of Southern Mississippi is conIn Florida, the commitment to the aerospace
industry comes from the realization that the Fort sidered a national leader in the area of polymer
science with is Polymer Research Institute.
Walton Beach-Crestview-Destin area has the
Another leading institution is the Mississippi
third highest concentration of aerospace engineers in the nation, edging out San Jose and Los Gulf Coast Community College. It is among the
top associate degree producers in STEM proAngeles and behind only Huntsville, Ala., and
1
grams in the United States, earning recognition
Melbourne, Fla.
by the Aspen Institute College Excellence ProIn nearby Pensacola, Fla., resides the Florida
gram as one of the top 120 community colleges
Institute for Human and Machine Cognition,
in the country.
which since 1990 has earned worldwide attenIn operation for a century, the community coltion for its robots, artificial intelligence and
lege
works closely with industry on its engineernovel, next generation technology created by its
ing and science programs, as well as various
leading researchers.
The University of Florida’s Research and En- technical programs in electrical, machine tool,
gineering Education Facility (REEF) focuses on instrumentation and drafting.
“It is very evident on a regional, national, and
developing micro air vehicles equipped with
nano-sensors. Northwest Florida also boasts re- local level that competition and exporting of
jobs to other countries increases the economic
nowned national defense laboratories at Eglin
dependence of the United States,” said Anna
and Tyndall Air Force Bases.
Faye Kelley-Winders, vice president of commuIn addition, the University of West Florida
offers two engineering degrees, electronics and nity campus and institutional development at
computers, that both support the aerospace in- Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College.
“To remain globally competitive, companies
dustry. All of the state colleges in Northwest
Florida offer the first two years of the aerospace must have highly skilled workers trained in sciGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 82
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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

ence, technology, engineering, and mathematics
to keep pace with the rapidly changing nature of
manufacturing and production processes,” said
Kelley-Winders.
The school works closely with economic development officials and businesses, aerospace
and otherwise, to ensure they have the workers
they need. MGCCC has programs tailor-made to
meet the needs of specific companies.
Success breeds success

In fact, the community college assisted Northrop Grumman when it decided to open an unmanned aerial systems assembly plant in Moss
Point, Miss. The community college provided
the aerospace and defense giant with a full-time,
onsite workforce trainer dedicated to quality assurance, lean manufacturing and new hire orientation. And that effort came in handy.
There were over 1,200 candidates who applied
for the 40 positions at the center, and of those
about 500 were qualified for the positions, the
company said. Most applicants were tied to
South Mississippi and the Gulf Coast in one way
or another. About 70 percent of the workforce
today comes from the Mississippi Gulf Coast,
and the rest from the Mobile area.
The success stories aren’t just limited to the
Gulf Coast area. In another part of Mississippi,
GE Aviation followed in Northrop Grumman’s
footsteps in 2008 by opening the 300,000-square
-foot GE Batesville Composites Operation to
produce advanced composite engine components, which are unique in the aviation industry

and the most sophisticated manufacturing that
GE does.
“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.
“Mississippi government and education leaders
have been key in making this GE facility a reality,” he said.
Youth movement

Goetsch takes pride that the Gulf Coast region’s commitment to training in aerospace and
aviation careers starts young. Boys and girls at
the high school-level or earlier can begin focusing on STEM at museums, academies and high
school programs.
“There are numerous opportunities for aerospace industry training in our region,” he said.
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.
The CHOICE Career Academy developed in
Fort Walton Beach has become a national
model. Its curricula 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 industry-recognized certification.
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Similar programs for youth exist at museums
and learning centers across the region. There is
the Air Force Armament Museum’s Air Armament Institute in Fort Walton Beach, the National Flight Academy in Pensacola, the Gulf
Coast Exploreum Science Center in Mobile,
Ala., and the Infinity Science Center near
NASA’s John C. Stennis Space Center in Mississippi. All focus on getting the next generation
interested in careers in science and technology.
Retired U.S. Navy Capt. Eugene Cernan, who
commanded the last Apollo flight in 1972 and is
the last man on the moon, said today’s youth
need encouragement to pursue careers in science, technology, engineering and math. He
made the comment during a May christening
ceremony for the National Flight Academy’s aircraft carrier-like school, named the “Ambition.”
“The goal of the National Flight Academy is
simply to inspire, motivate and challenge our
children and grandchildren so when they leave,
they know they are good enough to be anything
they want to be,” Cernan said. “I often tell
young folks to always shoot for the moon. What
have you got to lose? Even when you miss, you
will end up somewhere among the stars.”
Patrick Scheuermann, director of Stennis
Space Center, pointed out that while the centers
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.”
The picture isn’t perfect when it comes to education and training in aerospace-related fields
along the Gulf Coast. Government budgettightening 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
would both like to add aerospace engineering
degrees to their programs.

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 said.
Goetsch called for the Legislature to increase
funding, so such programs can be created. Florida’s Great Northwest, an economic development agency for the state’s 16 westernmost
counties, has attracted investment of about $45
million in aerospace and high-tech education.
“The state of Florida needs to make aerospace
education a funding priority so that even in difficult economic times we are able to provide for
the training needs of this critical sector,”
Goetsch said.
Ed Walby, the former director of business development for Global Hawk in San Diego, Calif.,
who helped start up the Moss Point facility, predicted a few years ago in a story that appeared in
Alliance Insight, a South Mississippi science and
technology newsletter, that the Gulf Coast’s
aerospace corridor would continue to grow with
the states’ ability to deliver skilled workers.
“Usually success breeds more success,” he said
about the Unmanned Systems Center. “So, I
don’t see a reason at all why it won’t grow in the
region. When you have such a successful startup
of an operation you know other people have to
be looking at it and saying, ‘Oh my gosh, look at
how quick they spun up and how fast and how
good the activity is down there, we ought to
move down there.’”
▫▫▫
“Florida’s Great Northwest A&D Cluster.” SRI International. 2008.
1
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Developing future aerospace pioneers

Naval Aviation Museum illustration

The Naval Flight Academy in Pensacola, Fla., will use an aircraft carrier theme to draw students into science.

W

development include the National Flight Academy in Pensacola, Fla., GulfQuest in Mobile,
Ala., and Infinity Science Center near Stennis
Space Center, Miss. They are creating hands-on
experiences to interest youth in STEM careers.
Think of them as high-tech wonderlands with
all the child-like amazement and excitement of
Disney World or Epcot Center.
The National Flight Academy, scheduled to
open in 2012, promises “a high-tech adventure
like none other.” Key components of the $35
million NFA include:
- Students in 7th to 12th grades
spend 5 ½ days undergoing an intensive course that combines classroom fundamentals with virtual reality.
- Students dubbed Aviators join a
squadron and immediately begin
planning and executing missions
based on real-world events.
- Aviation-based missions challenge and inspire the Aviators on a
wide range of topics, from basic 3D
physics and motion to more advanced
concepts of aeronautical enInfinity Science Center illustration
gineering and propulsion systems.
Infinity Science Center near NASA’s Stennis Space Center, Miss.,
will have a gallery designed to entice visitors to learn more about the
- Disciplines will include aerodyscience and technology activities at the nearby federal facility.
namics, propulsion, navigation,
communications, flight physiology
ho will be our next pioneers in outer
space or design the vehicles that carry
us to new universes?
The question is troubling. A recent international assessment of 15-year-olds reported that
U.S. students ranked 28th in the world in math
literacy and 25th in science literacy.
But new centers popping up across the Gulf
Coast think they have figured out a possible answer: science, technology, engineering and
mathematics, or STEM, destinations. Facilities in
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and meteorology, along with
core values, teamwork, and
leadership skills development.
- Students conduct their
training aboard, Ambition, a
four-story facility designed to
realistically simulate a modern
aircraft carrier.
“Our mission is to inspire
and educate future generations of innovative thinkers
through a positive exposure
to science, technology, engineering and math (STEM),”
said retired U.S. Navy Vice
Adm. Gerald Hoewing, presiGulfQuest illustration
dent and CEO of the NaMobile, Ala’s GulfQuest is being built along the Mobile River and will have
tional Aviation Museum
within its walls a replica of a cargo ship. Exhibits will be designed to make
Foundation.
learning about shipping and the Gulf of Mexico fun. It opens in 2012.
“We will do that by immersing participants in a creative learning adventure utilizing technology and phere, the interactions among them and how to
flight simulation,” he said.
improve the environment and life on Earth.
Meanwhile, the $42 million Infinity Science
- The Space Gallery allows visitors to conduct
Center will create an attraction “that will inspire, several activities to help them understand our
amaze and engage those who visit,” according to solar system, living in space and includes a multithe Infinity web site. The center will include five player simulation of a rocket engine test.
key areas:
- Training Mission encourages visitors to sign
- Science Express is where visitors encounter up as “scientists in training” at the Command
an array of fun, fast-paced activities, such as de- Center and do two of six different space-related
signing and launching a virtual rocket, that help missions on any given day.
them understand the science underlying the ac“Imagine a project in which the finest minds in
tivity and the work done by NASA and others at earth and space sciences combine with the creaStennis Space Center.
tivity of world-class exhibit designers, and you
- The Immersive Theater is an exhilarating 6-8 get an idea of what to expect from Infinity,” said
-minute, 3D media event that gives visitors spec- John Wilson, Infinity’s education program develtacular examples of the kind of 3D modeling
opment director. “This will be a place that atcreated at Stennis Space Center as a tool for un- tracts millions of visitors and helps reshape the
derstanding scientific phenomena.
image of Mississippi as a center of science, tech- The Earth Gallery is devoted to investiganology and education.”
tions of Earth where visitors can engage in acIn Mobile, already home to the Exploreum, is
tivities, such as one on creating a space habitat, adding GulfQuest, with exhibits designed to
and can learn about the sciences, tools, and
make learning about shipping and the Gulf of
methodologies that scientists at Stennis use to
Mexico fun.
explore Earth’s oceans, land masses, and atmos- Duwayne Escobedo
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