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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
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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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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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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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