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D E A R F R IE ND S ,
I ’m pleased to present the 2020 Annual  Repor t 

for  the School  o f  Ocean Sc ience and Engineer ing 
(SOSE ).  Here you c an see an over view of  a ll  the 
great  work that  we accomplished in the pas t 
year,  under ver y challenging condit ions.  I  hope 
you will  take a few minutes to read through this 
document to get  a  full  sense of  a ll  the wonder ful 
things we did in  SOSE over the las t  year  and take 
a moment to celebrate the incredible  work and 
dedic at ion that  this  represents .

2020 was cer ta inly a  mos t  unusual  year  for 
a ll  o f  us across the g lobe,  and the facult y,  s taf f, 
and s tudents o f  SOSE were no exception.  L ate 
in  2019,  we f irs t  s tar ted hear ing repor ts  about 
a  new virus spreading rapidly half way across 
the world,  but  there was no immediate need for 
a larm.  When the c a lendar turned to a  new year, 
though,  i t  bec ame apparent that  SARS -CoV-2 , 
the v irus responsible  for  c ausing C OVID -19,  was 
going to be tak ing an aw ful  lot  o f  our at tention. 
As the v irus spread across the planet ,  the sc a le 
and magnitude of  what we were fac ing s tar ted 
to become c lear.  What was perhaps the greates t 
public  health cr is is  s ince the AIDS pandemic of 
the 1980s and 1990s shaped ever y aspec t  o f  our 
lives ,  professional  and personal,  over  the las t 
year.  Suddenly we were teaching c lasses f rom 
the k i tchen table while  helping our children go 
to school  v ir tually ;  wr it ing papers and proposals 
while  helping neighbors and relat ives go to the 
grocer y s tore;  and tr ying to f igure out  how to 
safely work and live in  the new reali t y o f  the 
pandemic .

While  the v irus spread throughout the world, 
the U.S . ,  and our communit ies ,  SOSE sc ient is ts 
and s taf f  were faced with the need to revise the 
way in which we lived,  worked,  taught c lasses , 
tra ined s tudents ,  and conduc ted research. 
We rapidly implemented safet y protocols  that 
a llowed us to continue some operat ions while 
pr ior i t iz ing e f for ts  to keep our families ,  f r iends, 
and colleagues safe.  C lasses moved mos tly 
online,  labs were operat ing at  reduced c apacit y, 
and travel  was res tr ic ted,  but  we were s t ill 
work ing ,  learning ,  and teaching .

It  was not  a ll  bad news in 2020.  Even under 
the shadow of  C OVID -19 many good and posit ive 

things happened in SOSE las t  year.  The keel 
laying ceremony for  the new National  Sc ience 
Foundation Regional  Class Research Vessel,  the 
R / V Gilber t  R  Mason  was held on Apr il  16.  This 
vessel,  s lated for  arr iva l  in  2023,  will  represent 
a  tremendous advance in the research that  our 
sc ient is ts  and colleagues c an conduc t in  the 
Gulf  o f  Mexico.  The Mississippi  Based RES TORE 
Ac t  Center  o f  E xcellence ( MBR ACE )  awarded 
$2.75 million dollars  to regional  researchers 
to unders tand the interac t ions bet ween water 
quali t y and oys ter  ree f  sus ta inabili t y.  Our 
Hydrographic  Sc ience program, one of  only t wo 
in the countr y,  continued to grow in enrollment 
and graduation.  SOSE sc ient is ts  authored 79 
public at ions,  submit ted 7 7 proposals ,  and 
received more than $ 16 million in  ex ternal 
funding over the course of  2020.  While  we are 
a lways a highly ac t ive school  by any measure, 
the fac t  that  we were able to mainta in this 
level  o f  produc tiv i t y speaks to how dedic ated 
the sc ient is ts  in  SOSE are at  unders tanding 
the mar ine environment and the interac t ions 
bet ween people and the sea .

L ater  in  2020,  USM announced the nex t 
phase of  the coas ta l  re focusing ,  a imed at 
s treng thening our presence and ac t iv i t ies  on  
the coas t  around the three pilla rs  o f 
Unders tanding the Ocean and Coas ts ,  Improving 
Coas ta l  Resilience,  and Suppor t ing the Blue 
Economy.  As par t  o f  this  re focusing ,  the Gulf 
Coas t  Research L aborator y and the research 
centers that  had previously been housed within 
SOSE were placed under a  new adminis trat ive 
s truc ture headed by the newly appointed 
associate v ice president for  research for  Coas ta l 
Operat ions,  Dr.  Kelly  Luc as.  Dr.  Luc as has ser ved 
as the direc tor  o f  the Thad Cochran Mar ine 
Aquaculture Center,  so she is  ver y familiar  with 
USM Coas ta l  Operat ions and SOSE .

While  the names may have changed slightly, 
a ll  the people,  exper t ise,  and passion that  
made USM the leader for  mar ine research in  
the Gulf  o f  Mexico are s t ill  here,  and the School 
o f  Ocean Sc ience and Engineer ing is  proud to 
ful f ill  i t s  role  in  making that  presence bigger, 
bet ter,  and s tronger.

Southern Miss  To  The Top!
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y Function —  $42,147,801

Academic Support
$238,110

Public Service
$602,495

Instruction
$4,822,465

Institutional Support
$1,497,028

Research
$31,761,135

Operation 
and Maintenance

$3,226,568

GUL F C O A S T R E S E A R C H L A B OR AT ORY 
Research and ac ademic s at  GCRL’s  275 -acre 

s i te  focus on coas ta l  ecolog y,  aquatic  health, 

f isher ies and f isher ies oceanography,  mar ine 

aquaculture,  and outreach and educ ation 

through the Div is ion of  Coas ta l  Sc iences, 

the Center  for  F isher ies Research and 

Development ,  the Mar ine Educ ation Center, 

and the Thad Cochran Mar ine Aquaculture 

Research Center.   

•  H A L S T E A D  – This  50 -acre s i te  is  the or ig ina l 

GCRL loc at ion on Davis  Bayou in Ocean 

Spr ings,  Mississippi.  Numerous ac ademic , 

research,  and adminis trat ive units  are 

loc ated at  this  s i te ,  inc luding dormitor y, 

dining ,  and c lassroom fac ili t ies  suppor t ing 

the long-running Summer Field Program. 

The Hals tead harbor is  home to the R / V J im 
Franks  and Miss Peetsy B,  and i ts  boat  launch 

suppor ts  small  boat  research and ac ademic 

operat ions. 

•  C E D A R P OIN T  –  Cedar Point  encompasses 

225 acres adjacent to the National  Park 

Ser vice’s  Gulf  Is lands National  Seashore in 

eas tern Ocean Spr ings.  Within Cedar Point 

is  the new Mar ine Educ ation Center  and 

Toxicolog y Building .  S i tuated on 100 acres , 

Where can we be found?
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the Mar ine Educ ation Center  ser ves as 

the educ ation and outreach arm of  GCRL 

and provides an immersion exper ience 

for  par t ic ipants in  a  unique,  coas ta l 

set t ing .  Research in the $5 million 

Toxicolog y L ab focuses on the e f fec ts  o f 

anthropogenic  subs tances on aquatic  or 

mar ine species .  The researchers focus 

on three key areas :  nanotoxicolog y, 

toxicogenomic s ,  and the e f fec ts  o f  the 

Deepwater  Horizon  o il  spill . 

JOHN C .  S T E NNI S  S PA C E C E N T E R
The John C .  Stennis  Space Center  in 

Hancock Count y,  Mississippi,  houses the 

universi t y ’s  Div is ion of  Mar ine Sc ience 

and the Hydrographic  Sc ience Research 

Center.  Div is ion facult y conduc t research 

that  spans the g lobal  oceans while 

o f fer ing graduate programs in mar ine 

sc ience and hydrographic  sc ience,  and 

undergraduate programs in mar ine 

sc ience and ocean engineer ing .  The 

div is ion a lso of fers  the f irs t  Uncrewed 

Mar it ime Sys tems Cer t i f ic at ion in  the 

United States . 

P OIN T C A DE T
Point  Cadet in  Biloxi,  Mississippi,  ser ves 

as a  teaching and research vessel  s taging 

s i te  for  the Gulf  Coas t  Research  

L aborator y and is  the homepor t  o f  the 

R / V Tommy Munro. 

P OR T OF  GUL F P OR T
The Por t  o f  Gulfpor t  is  a  250 -acre 

deepwater por t  and an inland por t 

fac ili t y  in  Gulfpor t ,  Mississippi,  and 

is  home to the universi t y ’s  la rges t 

research vessel,  the R / V Point  Sur.  The 

Por t  o f  Gulfpor t  is  a lso home to the $ 12 .2 

million Mar ine Research Center  ( MRC). 

Loc ated on Highway 90 at  the Por t ’s 

entrance,  the Mar ine Research Center 

is  the centerpiece for  a  new mar it ime 

Blue Economy in South Mississippi.  The 

MRC provides shoreside suppor t  to USM’s 

135 -foot  oceanographic  research vessel, 

the R / V Point  Sur,  and to a  number of 

ac ademic and research programs.
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NOA A is  es tablishing a new Uncrewed Sys tems Operat ions 

Program to suppor t  the rapidly expanding use of  these 

sys tems across the agency.  The new program will  promote the 

safe,  e f f ic ient  and economic al  operat ion of  uncrewed sys tems 

( Ux S )  NOA A uses to collec t  high -quali t y environmental  data 

for  the agency ’s  sc ience,  produc ts and ser vices .

Ux S are sensor-equipped vehic les that  operate 

autonomously or  are remotely piloted.  NOA A currently uses 

Ux S for  seaf loor  and habitat  mapping ,  ocean explorat ion, 

mar ine mammal and f isher y s tock assessments ,  emergency 

response,  and at- sea obser vations that  improve forec as t ing  

o f  ex treme events ,  such as harmful  a lga l  blooms and hypoxia .

The Uncrewed Sys tems Operat ions Program is  being 

es tablished within NOA A’s  O f f ice o f  Mar ine and Aviat ion 

Operat ions  (OMAO),  which operates ,  manages,  and mainta ins 

the agency ’s  f leet  o f  ships and a ircraf t  and oversees NOA A’s 

div ing and small  boat  safet y programs.  I ts  ser vices will 

inc lude tra ining ,  cybersecur i t y,  acquis i t ion,  and other exper t 

suppor t  to ensure safe,  cos t-e f fec t ive operat ions across  

the agency.

The new program will  be housed at  t wo loc at ions. 

The NOA A A ircraf t  Operat ions Center   in  L akeland,  F lor ida , 

will  continue to suppor t  the agency ’s  uncrewed a ircraf t 

ac t iv i t ies .  A new fac ili t y  being buil t  by the Mississippi  State 

Por t  Author i t y in  par tnership with The Universi t y o f  Southern 

Mississippi  in  Gulfpor t ,  Mississippi,  will  suppor t  uncrewed 

mar it ime sys tems.

NOA A received $ 12 .7  million f rom Congress in  f isc a l  

year  2020 to improve and expand Ux S operat ions across  

the agency,  inc luding the creat ion of  the new program —  

a  key goal  o f  NOA A’s  recently released Uncrewed Sys tems 

Strateg y.  The program will  a lso help meet the objec t ives o f 

the Commercia l  Engagement Through Ocean Technolog y Ac t  

o f  2018,  which requires NOA A to coordinate research,  assess , 

and acquire uncrewed mar ine sys tems with the U.S .  Nav y, 

other federa l  agencies ,  indus tr y,  and ac ademia .

New NOAA Program to Support and Expand Agency’s Use of 
UNCREWED SYSTEMS
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The Amer ic an Ins t i tute o f  Architec ts 

( AIA )  recognized the design team of  USM’s 

Mar ine Educ ation Center  ( MEC),  loc ated 

in Ocean Spr ings,  Mississippi,  with one of 

i ts  highly sought-af ter  Commit tee on the 

Environment (COTE )  Top Ten Awards.  The 

MEC is  the only building in  Mississippi  to 

ever receive this  designation,  which awards 

10 outs tanding projec ts  each year based 

on design excellence with environmental 

per formance.  This  award is  designated as 

one of  the indus tr y ’s  bes t-known programs 

for  recognit ion of  sus ta inable design 

excellence.

The COTE Top Ten award es tablishes USM, 

speci f ic a lly  the School  o f  Ocean Sc ience 

and Engineer ing (SOSE )  and the Mar ine 

Educ ation Center,  as  a  leader in  innovative 

informal  educ ation.  The recognit ion could 

potentia lly  lead thousands to v is i t  the s i te 

where they will  learn about SOSE research.

USM’s Marine Education Center Named Best in Country for 
ARCHITECTUR AL DESIGN

The Mississippi  Based RES TORE 

Ac t  Center  o f  E xcellence ( MBR ACE )  is 

awarding $2.75 million for  research 

on water  quali t y and oys ter  ree f 

sus ta inabili t y in  Mississippi.  Four 

di f ferent projec ts  will  receive funding 

through 2022,  with The Universi t y o f 

Southern Mississippi  being the lead 

ins t i tut ion on t wo of  the projec ts .

MBR ACE is  one of  s ix  Centers o f 

E xcellence Research Grants Programs 

(CERGP)  es tablished in the Gulf  o f  

Mexico following the Deepwater  

Horizon  o il  spill  and is  designated as 

the Center  o f  E xcellence for  Mississippi. 

The CERGP program a lloc ates $26 million 

in  funds f rom the RES TORE Ac t  Trus t 

Fund managed by the U.S .  Depar tment 

of  the Treasur y,  through the Mississippi 

Depar tment of  Environmental  Quali t y 

( MDEQ),  to  MBR ACE to suppor t  sc ience, 

technolog y,  and monitor ing within the 

Gulf  o f  Mexico region.

MBR ACE is  a  consor t ium of  Mississippi ’s 

four research universi t ies  ( Jackson State 

Universi t y,  Mississippi  State Universi t y, 

The Universi t y o f  Mississippi,  and USM, 

the lat ter  ser ving as lead ins t i tut ion). 

MBRACE to Award $2.75 million in Funding 
for RESEARCH PROJECTS Funding of  these 

projec ts  represents 

the nex t s tep in  the 

grow th of  MBR ACE to 

provide the s tate and 

region with innovative 

research to guide 

success ful  res toration 

ac tivit ies  and inform 

management ac tions. ”

“

D R .  R E A D H E N D O N 
Associate  Director,  Gulf  Coast  
Research Laborator y and  
Chair  of  the MBR ACE Executive 
Steering Commit tee

https://www.omao.noaa.gov/
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/explore/facilities/noaa-aircraft-operations-center
https://nrc.noaa.gov/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=0tHu8Kl8DBs%3d&tabid=93&portalid=0
https://nrc.noaa.gov/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=0tHu8Kl8DBs%3d&tabid=93&portalid=0
https://www.aia.org/awards/7301-cote-top-ten-awards
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Governor Tate Reeves Announces U.S. Treasury Approves 
$7.6 Million Grant for USM OYSTER HATCHERY

Governor Tate Reeves announced in Augus t  that 

the U.S .  Depar tment of  the Treasur y has approved 

a RES TORE Ac t  grant award of  $7.62 million for  the 

cons truc t ion of  The Universi t y o f  Southern Mississippi 

Oys ter  Hatcher y and Research Center,  loc ated at  USM’s 

Gulf  Coas t  Research L aborator y at  Cedar Point  in  Ocean 

Spr ings.  The grant is  adminis tered by the Mississippi 

Depar tment of  Environmental  Quali t y ( MDEQ).

The center  in  Ocean Spr ings will  suppor t  the s tate’s 

oys ter  res torat ion e f for ts  by producing oys ter  lar vae 

and conduc ting oys ter  aquaculture research.  The 

preliminar y design includes hatcher y and oys ter  lar vae 

produc tion space,  a lgae (feeds tock )  cult ivat ion space,  

a  laborator y,  and suppor t  o f f ice space.

The center  is  currently in  the design phase,  and i t 

is  ant ic ipated that  USM will  provide approximately $ 1.2 

million in  s tate funding for  fac ili t y  cons truc t ion cos ts  in 

addit ion to the RES TORE Ac t  funding .  An addit ional  

$ 4 million in  RES TORE Ac t  funding was included in 

MDEQ ’s  res torat ion planning for  procurement and 

ins ta llat ion of  the aquaculture sys tems equipment but 

has not  yet  been submit ted to the U.S  Depar tment of 

the Treasur y pending f ina l  design. 

These funds are par t  o f  the RES TORE Ac t ’s  Direc t 

Component or  “Bucket 1.”  In  the RES TORE Ac t ,  35 percent 

o f  the tota l  funds are reser ved for  Bucket 1  projec ts 

and are div ided equally  among the f ive Gulf  Coas t 

s tates for  ecologic a l  and economic res torat ion.  E lig ible 

ac t iv i t ies  include res torat ion and protec t ion of  natura l 

resources ;  mit igat ion of  damage to natura l  resources ; 

work force development and job creat ion;  improvements 

to s tate parks ;  in f ras truc ture projec ts ,  inc luding por ts ; 

coas ta l  f lood protec t ion;  and promotion of  tour ism and 

Gulf  seafood.

Ocean Aero,  Inc .  was in  Gulfpor t ,  Miss . ,  November 4 ,  2020, 

deliver ing the f irs t  Tr i ton autonomous mar it ime vehic le 

to The Universi t y o f  Southern Mississippi  ( USM ) Mar ine 

Research Center  ( MRC).  Ocean Aero is  manufac tur ing s ix 

Tr i ton sys tems for  the Depar tment of  Homeland Secur i t y 

( DHS )  Sc ience and Technolog y Direc torate (S &T )   for  research 

and tes t ing to suppor t  mar it ime protec t ion and law 

enforcement operat ions.  Cherokee Nation Strategic  Programs, 

LLC (CNSP)  is  the pr ime contrac tor  to DHS S &T responsible  for 

acquir ing the Tr i ton tes t  sys tems and designing the logis t ic s 

management process for  evaluat ing ,  tes t ing ,  and sus ta ining 

the vehic les .

The success ful  deliver y of  the f irs t  Tr i ton sys tem is  a 

ma jor  projec t  accomplishment .  S ince the sys tem was ordered 

in ear ly 2020,  the Ocean Aero team was able to mainta in the 

produc tion and tes t ing schedule while  meeting a ll  COVID -19 

safet y requirements dur ing manufac tur ing and deliver y.  By 

meeting the f irs t  deliver y goal  in  ear ly November,  the projec t 

s tays on schedule with a  new Tr i ton unit  coming of f  o f  the 

produc tion line ever y month until  the DHS S &T order o f  s ix 

sys tems is  ful f illed in  ear ly 2021.

The research team of  CNSP,  USM, and Ocean Aero  

designed an Acceptance Tes t  Plan to va lidate the deliver y  

o f  the Commercia l  O f f-the -Shelf  (COT S )  produc t .  This  plan 

used the unique resources of  the USM MRC to access  

tes t ing areas around the Por t  o f  Gulfpor t  to put  the Tr i ton 

sys tem through a ser ies o f  tes t  c ases that  exerc ised each 

of  the baseline c apabili t ies  o f  the vehic le .  USM fac ili t ies 

provided an ideal  loc at ion for  demons trat ing the sur face  

and subsur face features o f  the Tr i ton sys tem, while  a lso 

a llowing the government team and data collec t ion s taf f 

the chance to obser ve the tes ts  while  mainta ining proper 

COVID -19 dis tancing . 

The CNSP team br ings a  long his tor y of  tes t  and evaluat ion 

of  uncrewed sys tems technologies across mult iple  domains. 

I t  was excit ing to see the Tr i ton sys tem per form so well  and 

accomplish a ll  o f  the acceptance tes ts  on the f irs t  day of 

tes t ing .  This  is  a  great  indic at ion of  the long-term results 

that  DHS c an expec t  f rom this  projec t  and the team that  is 

assembled to deliver  those results . 

Acceptance Testing of the TRITON AUTONOMOUS 
MARITIME VEHICLE Complete
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https://www.dhs.gov/science-and-technology
https://www.dhs.gov/science-and-technology


R/V Gilbert R. Mason KEEL L AYING
On March 3,  2020,  a  keel  laying ceremony was held at  the 

Munic ipa l  Auditor ium in Houma,  L a . ,  for  USM’s  Regional  Class 

Research Vessel,  R / V  Gilber t  R .  Mason .  The R / V Mason will  be 

operated by the Gulf-Car ibbean Oceanographic  Consor t ium 

led by The Universi t y o f  Southern Mississippi  and the 

Louis iana Universi t ies  Mar ine Consor t ium ( LUMCON ).  Many 

of  Dr.  Gilber t  Mason’s  family members ,  as  well  as  severa l 

dignitar ies  f rom both Mississippi  and Louis iana ,  at tended 

the event .  Dr.  Mason’s  granddaughter,  Ar ia  Mason,  the ship’s 

sponsor,  provided an inspirat ional  keynote speech.  In  her 

speech,  Ms.  Mason ta lked of  how her grandfather inspired 

her  through his  passion for  oceanographic  research,  as  well 

as  his  work to secure equal  access to the Mississippi  coas t 

and the sea for  a ll  residents .

Ms.  A r ia  Mason’s  ini t ia ls  
a re welded in a  plate that 
will  be af f ixed to the keel  
o f  R / V Gilber t  R .  Mason.
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UNI V E R SI T Y V E S S E L S 

MIS S  PEE T SY B 

The Miss Peetsy B  is  a  3 4 -foot  passenger vessel  with a 

c apacit y o f  3 4 .  The boat  was or ig ina lly  donated to The 

Universi t y o f  Southern Mississippi  by Jimmy Buf fet t  and his 

s is ters  in  honor o f  their  mother.  The vessel  is  used pr imar ily 

by GCRL’s  Mar ine Educ ation Center  for  outreach programs. 

S E A D AY S :  9  l  O U T R E A C H:  100 % PA S S E N GE R S :  418

R / V  J IM FR AN KS

The R / V J im Franks  is  a  60 -foot  a luminum c atamaran  

designed speci f ic a lly  to meet the needs of  USM research  

and educ ational  plat forms.  The vessel  has a  ma x c apacit y 

o f  4 0 passengers and is  equipped for  both day cruises and 

overnight tr ips . 

S E A D AY S :  2 9 l  R E S E A R C H:  100 % PA S S E N GE R S :  126

R / V  TO M MY M U N RO

GCRL took del ivery of  the 97-foot  R/V Tommy Munro  in  

1981 .  The vessel  is  used pr imari ly  for  offshore research  

in  the Gulf  of  Mexico and has been a platform for  the 

Southeast  Area Monitor ing and Assessment Program  

(SEAMAP) for  decades.

S E A D AY S :  17  l  R E S E A R C H:  100 % PA S S E N GE R S :  14 

R / V  POINT  S U R 

Buil t  in  1980,  the R / V Point  Sur  is  a  135 -foot- long vessel 

accommodating 16 researchers and technic ians and a  

crew of  eight ,  while  housing a 1,110 -square -foot  deck  

that  includes a  pr imar y and wet laborator y.

S E A D AY S :  6 5 R E S E A R C H D AY S

T he H ydrogra phic  S c ienc e Re s e a rch 

C en ter  s c ien tis t s  a nd engineer s , 

toge ther  with ma rine s c ienc e 

f a c ult y a nd s tuden t s ,  c onduc ted 

a  re s e a rch cr uis e onboa r d R / V 

Point  Sur,  a s s ociated with the 

NOA A-f unded Oc e a n E x ploration 

C ooperative Ins t i tu te.  High -

re s olu tion bathy me tr ic  a nd v ideo 

data were suc c e s s f ully  c ollec ted 

over  Moun tain Top B a nk ,  c on f ir ming 

the pre s enc e o f  thr iv ing c orals 

a nd a  robus t  ben thic  c ommunit y 

through us e o f  T he E a gle  Ray a nd 

Mola Mola .  In  a ddit ion,  a n oc e a n 

glider  wa s deployed by the te a m to 

provide cr i t ic a l  oc e a n pa ra me ter s 

dur ing hur r ic a ne s e a s on a s  pa r t 

o f  the In te grated Oc e a n Obs er ving 

S ys tem hur r ic a ne glider  ini t iat ive.

USM has a  f leet  o f  four research vessels .  The use of  la rge vessels  at  USM enhances and expands the high— quali t y educ ation 

and research oppor tunit ies  the universi t y is  able to provide as a  leading mar ine sc ience ins t i tut ion,  while  providing valuable 

benef i ts  to our s tudents ,  communit y,  and associated mar ine economy.  Note that  sea days lis ted below were impac ted by 

cruise delays or  c ancellat ions associated with COVID -19.



COASTAL SciencesDivision of
The faculty members in USM’s Division of Coastal Sciences are engaged in research and education that focuses on  
near- and off-shore environments, aquaculture, ecosystem health, toxicology, social science, and policy. The work of  
the division in various aspects of the biology and chemistry of coastal and marine systems spans microbes to fisheries.

DR. LEILA HAMDAN 
Associate Director
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The Coas ta l  Sc iences facult y,  widely 
recognized for  their  exper t ise,  authored 4 4 
peer- reviewed interdisc iplinar y public at ions in 
2020 and continue to ser ve on regional, 
nat ional,  and international  councils ,  advisor y 
panels ,  and elec ted posit ions in  professional 
soc ie t ies  in  a  var ie t y of  leadership and ser vice 
roles .  Facult y and s taf f  in  the div is ion continued 
to s tr ive for  excellence in  educ ation,  research, 
and ser vice to USM, the sc ient i f ic  communit y, 
and societ y and work collaborat ively across the 
coas t .  For t y-seven doc tora l  and mas ter ’s  degree -
seek ing graduate s tudents collaborated with 
the facult y on 18 new ex ternally  funded awards 
tota ling over $ 4 million in  2020 a lone.

The div is ion welcomed t wo new facult y 
members ,  Dr.  Leslie  Ac ton and Dr.  Luke Fa irbanks, 

both with exper t ise in  the s tudy of  how mar ine 
and coas ta l  people,  spaces,  and resources 
interac t .  Their  work suppor ts  SOSE ’s  goals  o f 
creat ing transdisc iplinar y knowledge that  leads 
to polic ies  and prac t ices that  suppor t  healthy 
coas ta l  communit ies ,  economies,  and ecosys tems. 

Bec ause of  our commitment to creat ing access 
to educ ation and c areers in  coas ta l  and mar ine 
sc ience,  facult y,  s taf f,  and s tudents in  Coas ta l 
Sc iences collaborated with s taf f  f rom CFRD on 
a grant f rom the USM Foundation to develop a 
workshop ser ies on improving diversi t y,  equit y, 
inc lusion,  and retention prac t ices for  the school. 

Members o f  Coas ta l  Sc iences,  spanning 
s tudents ,  s taf f,  and facult y,  earned recognit ion 
f rom the wider sc ient i f ic  communit y in  a  number 
of  ways through 2020. 
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U S M F i s h e r i e s  O c e a n o g r a p h y a n d E c o l o g y L a b

A W A R D S  F O R  C O A S T A L  S C I E N C E S  M E M B E R S

• DR .  Z A C K D A R NE L L  
Dr.  Zack Darnell  ( Associate Professor)  was awarded 
the Aubrey Keith Luc as and Ella  Ginn Luc as 
Endowment for  Facult y E xcellence Award and the 
Butch Ous ta let  Dis t inguished Professorship Ser vice 
Award.

•  DR .  L EIL A H A MD A N  
Dr.  Leila  Hamdan ( Associate Professor and Associate 
Direc tor)  was the rec ipient  o f  the USM Innovation 
Award for  Basic  Research.   
 
 

M S.  R A C HE L MU G GE  
Ms.  Rachel  Mugge ( PhD Student )  received the 2020 
USM Graduate Assis tant  o f  the Year award. 

•  DR .  K E L LY D A R NE L L  
Dr.  Kelly  Darnell  ( Assis tant  Research Professor and 
Direc tor,  MBR ACE )  was awarded $ 3.68 milli ion to 
suppor t  the Mississippi  Based RES TORE Ac t  Center 
o f  E xcellence.  Through her leadership,  the grant 
will  suppor t  Center  o f  E xcellence operat ions for  the 
nex t t wo years and provide $2.85 million in  research 
funds for  projec ts  addressing oys ter  sus ta inabili t y 
and water  quali t y.
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The Divis ion of  Marine Science (DMS),  located at  John C .  Stennis  Space Center  in  Hancock County,  is  s ituated 
among the largest  community of  oceanographers  and hydrographers  in  the world.  Researchers  and students 
regularly  interact  with scientists  from the National  Aeronautics  and Space Administration,  the Naval 
Meteorology and Oceanography Command,  the Naval  Oceanographic  Of f ice,  the Naval  Research Laborator y,  the 
National  Data Buoy Center,  and the U.S .  Geological  Sur vey.

DR. JERRY WIGGERT
Director

The Div is ion of  Mar ine Sc ience facult y, 

s tudents ,  and s taf f  made great  s tr ides in 

research in 2020.  Jus t  pr ior  to the onset  o f  the 

pandemic ,  near ly 30 abs trac ts  were presented 

by DMS associates at  the Ocean Sc iences 

Meeting in  S an Diego,  Ca li f.  ( Feb.  16 -21 ).  DMS 

members were a lso involved in loc a l  to  g lobal 

f ield work at  sea .

R / V Point  Sur  was ut ilized for  t wo c ampaigns 

of  the Defense Advanced Research Projec ts 

A gency ( DARPA)  “Ocean of  Things”  program. 

Bet ween the t wo cruises ,  55 7 f loat ing ocean 

sensors were deployed roughly 100 miles 

o f f shore f rom the Mississ ippi  R iver  outle t .  

The program utilizes low-cos t ,  environmentally 

f r iendly,  and data intelligent f loats  that  

dr i f t  for  weeks or  months at  a  t ime as a 

dis tr ibuted sensor net work to measure 

ocean temperature,  currents ,  sea s tate,  solar 

ir radiance,  GP S health,  as  well  as  provide a 

v iew of  ocean li fe  and vessels .  The data f rom 

the f loats  is  transmit ted da ily  v ia  

Ir idium satelli te  to c loud-based sof t ware  

ashore for  data analy t ic  techniques to  

identi f y new indic ators o f  ocean dynamic s  

and mar it ime ac t iv i t y. 

MARINE ScienceDivision of
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•  A L L IE  M O JZI S  

A llie  Mojzis ,  fac ili t y  manager for  the DMS at  Stennis 

Space Center,  was awarded USM’s  2019 Gulf  Coas t 

Outs tanding Staf f  Award at  a  v ir tual  Coas ta l 

Operat ions address on Augus t  14 ,  2020. 

•  A M Y M O O D Y 

Amy Moody was selec ted for  the 2020-21  Mar ine 

Sc ience Scholar  Fellowship by the DMS facult y and the 

Graduate School  Hall  o f  Fame by the Graduate School.

•  A S H T O N JA C K S O N  

Hydrographic  sc ience s tudent Ashton Jackson was 

selec ted to par t ic ipate in  the Ocean E xplorat ion  

Trus t  (OE T )  Sc ience and Engineer ing Internship in 

summer 2020.

•  K RIS TIN A D. A .  MO JIC A 

K r is t ina D.A .  Mojic a was selec ted as a  facult y fellow 

in the ACUE Facult y Development Ins t i tute at  USM for 

the 2021-22 ac ademic year.

•  L A UR A W HI T M O R E 

An applic at ion by L aura Whitmore,  mar ine sc ience PhD 

graduate,  to  the NSF-  & NOA A-sponsored Disser tat ions 

Symposium in Chemic al  Oceanography ( DISCO)  was 

accepted.  This  is  a  biennia l  symposium of  recent PhDs 

in mar ine chemis tr y and is  limited to only 25 people.

•  O L A D E JI  S I YA NB O L A and A GN O R UBIM D E A S S I S  

Mar ine Sc ience PhD s tudent ,  Oladeji  S iyanbola , 

and mas ter ’s  s tudent ( MS,  Hydrographic  Sc ience), 

A gno Rubim de Assis ,  were awarded a 2020 SUT-US 

Scholarship by the Societ y for  Under water  Technolog y 

in the U.S . 

•  Dr s .  C a mb a zoglu ,  Diercks ,  Grif f i t t ,  K a s tler, 

Wie s enburg ,  and Wig ger t  par t ic ipated as speakers 

and panelis ts  at  the  “A sa lute to the Gulf  o f  Mexico 

Research Ini t iat ive’s  contr ibution to the s tate o f 

sc ience in  Mississippi ”  event .  This  event honored 

the Gulf  o f  Mexico Research Ini t iat ive (GoMRI ) 

funding sc ience for  the pas t  10 years and so much 

more — creat ing par tnerships ,  launching c areers ,  and 

answer ing s takeholders ’  ques t ions about the health of 

the Gulf  o f  Mexico. 

A W A R D S  F O R  M A R I N E  S C I E N C E  M E M B E R S



JILL HENDON
Interim Director

CENTER FOR FISHERIES  
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT 
The Center  for  Fisheries  Research and Development (CFRD)  at  the Gulf  Coast  Research Laborator y in  Ocean 
Springs ,  Miss .,  is  par t  of  USM ’s  School  of  Ocean Science and Engineering.  Our  scientists  develop and conduct 
research that  informs resource management.  We work with state,  federal ,  and community par tners  to  ensure 
that  we understand scientif ic  f isher y needs and focus our  research ef for ts  on how we can promote sustainable 
f isheries  and habitats .  Our  staf f  not  only conduct  the research but  also s it  on local ,  regional ,  and federal 
assessment panels  to  ensure our  data is  ef f iciently  transferred to  management entities . 

14

TRIPLETAIL MOVEMENTS

The CFRD, in collaboration with the Gulf States Marine Fisheries 
Commission, has been researching tripletail movements in 
the Northern Gulf of Mexico by means of acoustic telemetry. 
Monitoring seasonal patterns and defining the extent of 
the northern and southern movements will help us further 
understand tripletail habitat and the connectivity of the stocks. 
To date 50 tripletail have been tagged at locations in Mississippi, 
Florida Bay, and Florida Keys waters. Fish movements are being 
tracked by deployed acoustic receivers found throughout the 
northern Gulf.

MISSISSIPPI RED SNAPPER

In 2020, CFRD completed the five-year sampling effort on the 
USM/MDMR collaborative National Fish and Wildlife Federation/ 
Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality grant to 
assess red snapper in Mississippi state waters. Artificial reef 
sites and Mississippi-managed reef permit areas were fished by 
vertical longline. All caught fish were assessed for age, growth, 

reproduction, diet, and trophic stage. This comprehensive 
analysis will provide vital information on artificial reef 
ecosystem dynamics in Mississippi waters. 

•  Ms.  Ha rr ie t  P err y,  senior  research sc ient is t ,  was awarded 
the 2020 Lyles -S impson Award by the Gulf  States Mar ine 
Fisher ies Commission for  her  contr ibutions to Gulf  
f isher ies over her  c areer.  By this  honor,  her  e f for ts  are  
now recognized among other “ f isher y g iants”  o f  the Gulf. 

•  CFRD mentored graduate s tudent ,  A nna Millender,  was 
awarded the 1s t  Place Student Award for  her  presentat ion 
at  the 2020 Mississippi  Chapter  o f  the Amer ic an Fisher ies 
Societ y annual  meeting and the Honorable Mention  
Student Award at  the 2020 Southern Div is ion of  the 
Amer ic an Fisher ies Societ y Annual  Meeting .

•  Jeremy Hig g s  has become a newly Cer t i f ied Fisher ies Pro -
fessional,  and  J i l l  Hendon  has been renewed as a  Cer t i f ied 
Fisher ies Professional  by the Amer ic an Fisher ies Societ y.

C
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23 S TAFF    •     3  GR ADUATE S TUDENT S SUPPORTED    •     14  FUNDED PRO JEC T S    •     13  PUBLICATIONS

HYDROGRAPHIC SCIENCE 
RESEARCH CENTER
The Hydrographic  Science Research Center  (HSRC)  was established in  2001  to  assess emerging trends in 
hydrography and implement the most  promising trends into operational  use.  The HSRC has provided innovative 
solutions for  hydrographic  sur veying,  precise  positioning,  water  level  measurements ,  sensor  development,  and 
novel  uses for  hydrographic  data.BRIAN CONNON

Director

OY S T E R R E E F M A P PING 

Work was completed under a  National  F ish and Wildli fe 
Foundation grant to monitor  changes in  oys ter  ree fs  using 
the sc at tered acous t ic  s ignal  waveforms f rom a high -
resolut ion mult ibeam sonar sys tem to provide es t imates 
of  the shor t-  and long-term spatia l  and temporal  acous t ic 
f luc tuations of  oys ter  ree f  acous t ic  grow th s ignatures . 

OF F S HOR E A Q UA C ULT UR E

Sur veying and moored current meter  measurements were 
conduc ted for  the f inf ish aquaculture permit t ing ac t iv i t y 
by USM in a  par tnership with Manna Fish Farms,  Inc . 

V D AT UM

Ini t ia l  research into va lidat ing NOA A’s  VDatum tool 
in  coas ta l  southeas tern Louis iana and southwes tern 
Mississippi  culminated in a  paper in  Marine Geodesy.

15

UNC R E W E D S Y S T E M S

In  2020,  research involv ing uncrewed vessels  and a ircraf t 
cons t i tuted a large par t  o f  the ac t iv i t ies  o f  the HSRC.  Under 
the Mapping Center  grants funded by NOA A’s  O f f ice o f  Coas t 
Sur vey,  the Sea Eagle  was launched and recovered f rom 
the R / V  Point  Sur  o f f shore to tes t  24 / 7 o f f shore sur vey 
operat ions and develop procedures for  s treamlining those 
operat ions.  Work was done in concer t  with S a ildrone Inc . , 
to  improve the c apabili t ies  o f  the S a ildrone plat form for 
hydrographic  sur veying and to protot ype an “Arc t ic -Ready ” 
US V design for  USM and NOA A.  and an Uncrewed A ircraf t 
Sys tem was used to map shallow water  bathymetr y. 

A new three -year grant was funded by the NOA A Integrated 
Ocean Obser ving Sys tem and Of f ice o f  Technolog y Trans fer 
to develop the c apabili t y for  autonomous hypoxia mapping 
using C-Worker 5 vessels ,  such as USM’s  Sea Eagle. 
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DR. JESSICA KASTLER
Interim Director

MARINE EDUCATION CENTER
The Marine Education Center  (MEC)  at  The University  of  Southern Mississippi ’s  Cedar  Point  teaching s ite  in  Ocean 
Springs ,  Mississippi ,  ser ves as  the education and outreach arm of  SOSE.  The MEC ’s  education programs reflect 
current  coastal  science research conducted within the Gulf  of  Mexico.  MEC programs provide par ticipants  with a 
bet ter  understanding of  the Gulf  of  Mexico and the diverse ecosystems found along the Mississippi  Gulf  Coast.

The Mar ine Educ ation Center  engages members of  the 
public  in  ocean sc iences through f ield-based,  ac t ive learning 
exper iences.  Par t ic ipat ion in  K-12 programs was down by 
near ly 80% to about 2 ,000,  as  a  result  o f  COVID -19.  Mos t 
par t ic ipants v is i ted the MEC before mid-March.  The day af ter 
the universi t y began work ing remotely,  MEC s taf f  began 
developing v ir tual  programs,  dr iven largely by exis t ing grants .

While  i t  was unable to hos t  the National  Ocean Sc ience 
Bowl in  person,  as  scheduled on Apr il  15 ,  the MEC hos ted 
a v ir tual  Career  Night with 10 ocean sc ient is ts  for 
approximately 100 s tudents on teams that  won their  regional 

ocean sc ience bowl.  Scheduled teacher tra ining for  Apr il  was 
adapted to an online format to recognize the 10 t h anniversar y 
of  the Deepwater  Horizon oil  spill  and gave par t ic ipat ing 
teachers a  robus t  ac t iv i t y for  v ir tual  sc ience ins truc t ion. 
The EPA Gulf  o f  Mexico Program watershed educ ation and 
Brown Foundation communit y resilience projec ts  were a lso 
adapted for  v ir tual  deliver y.  Each included mult i -day teacher 
tra ining followed by a ser ies o f  c lassroom ac t iv i t ies ,  inc luding 
interac t ion bet ween s tudents and MEC s taf f  who provided a 
v ir tual  f ield cruise aboard the R / V J im Franks .

The MEC of fered three weeklong day c amps.  Back yard 
Biolog y ( grades 1 -6 )  and Blue Planet  Camp ( grades 7-12 )  were 
of fered v ia  Zoom and Facebook L ive.  The MEC par tnered with 
the Walter  Anderson Museum of  Ar t  to o f fer  The Ar t  o f  Mar ine 
Sc ience v ia  Zoom. Campers ( grades 7-12 )  explored the role  o f 
oys ters in  both the ecosys tem and human communit ies  in  this 
highly interac t ive c amp.  Summer c amp vir tual  programming 
was suppor ted in par t  by grants f rom the Mississippi  A labama 
Sea Grant Consor t ium, Mississippi  Depar tment of  Wildli fe , 

F isher ies ,  and Parks,  and continued sponsorship f rom Pelagic 

Research Ser vices and Sharkheads.
The architec ts  o f  the Mar ine Educ ation Center  continued  

to  receive architec tura l  awards in  2020. 
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THAD COCHRAN MARINE 
AQUACULTURE CENTER
The Thad Cochran Marine Aquaculture Center  ( TCMAC)is  an advanced research unit  centrally  located in  the 
nor thern Gulf  of  Mexico in  Ocean Springs ,  Mississippi ,  at  the Gulf  Coast  Research Laborator y ’s  Cedar  Point  re -
search s ite .  Our  research focuses on al leviating the bot tlenecks that  constrain the production of  marine species . 
We work with industr y,  government,  and non - profit  organizations to  advance sustainable  aquaculture on land 
and in  coastal  and marine environments . 

DR. KELLY LUCAS
Director

S P O T T E D S E A T R O U T  (Cynoscion nebulosus)
The TCMAC continues to par tner with Mississippi 

Depar tment of  Mar ine Resources ( MDMR) and conser vation 
organizat ions for  s tock enhancement of  spot ted sea trout . 
TCMAC produced over 258 million fer t ile  eggs in  2020. 

R E D D R U M (Sciaenops ocellatus)
Phase 3 o f  a  projec t  to permit  an of f shore aquaculture 

farm in the Gulf  o f  Mexico involves the collec t ion and 
domes tic at ion of  a  s tock of  brood red drum, to provide 
a  sus ta inable and reliable source of  la r vae for  f inger ling 
produc tion to s tock the permit ted farm. 

O Y S T E R S  (Crassostrea virginica)
Over one million oys ter  seeds were produced for  research 

programs with excess seed being sold to oys ter  farmers ,  
and 6,000 oys ter  shells  were set  with 900,000 oys ter  spat  
for  the oys ter  gardening program. 

A L G A E (mult iple  species)
Peak produc tion for  the 2020 season reached an average 

of  4 .0 tr ill ion cells  a  day of  live microalgae feeds tock ,  

which met produc tion requirements for  both oys ter  lar vae 
and copepods. 

B L U E C R A B  (Call inectes sapidus)
The blue crab team worked to trans fer  hatcher y and 

rear ing techniques to Nor th Carolina to suppor t  their  new 
blue crab farming businesses. 

O F F S H O R E A Q U A C ULT U R E
Of fshore permit t ing for  a  f inf ish farm in the Gulf  o f 

Mexico projec t  proceeded with engineer ing modeling for  
the c age s truc tures and expansion of  the bathymetr ic 
sur vey area . 

C O P E P O D S  ( Acar tia  tonsa,  Par vocalanus crassirostris)
E xper iments tes t ing the e f fec ts  o f  sa lini t y and densit y  

on the culture per formance of  Acar tia  tonsa  and 
Par vocalanus crassirostris  were completed. 

AMYLO O DINI U M O CELL ATU M
An exper iment examining the tolerance of  the trophonts 

o f  the parasi t ic  dinof lagellate Amyloodinium ocellatum  to 
f reezing was completed. 



UNCREWED MARITIME 
SYSTEMS PROGRAMS
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SUMMER FIELD  
PROGRAM

The Uncrewed Mar it ime Sys tems ( UMS)  cer t i f ic ate 

program was held for  the four th year in  a  row 

beginning in late Augus t  2020.

The c lass graduated 15 s tudents in  a  ceremony while 

obser ving C OVID -19 guidelines .  Graduates ,  gues ts , 

facult y,  and speakers mainta ined a s ix-foot  dis tance 

and wore masks.  The ceremony was a lso s treamed 

live v ia  Zoom. Through the UMS Cer t i f ic ate program, 

s tudents learn foundational  mater ia l  in  oceanography 

and ocean engineer ing pr inc iples related to unmanned 

undersea and sur face vehic les ( UUVs and US Vs),  such 

as powered vehic les and gliders .

The UMS cer t i f ic ate program is  unique in that  i t  is 

the only one of  i ts  k ind in the nat ion.

Summer Field Program was held entirely v ir tually 

in  2020 bec ause of  COVID -19 res tr ic t ions on c ampus 

ac t iv i t ies .  Ins truc tors and teaching assis tants 

found ways to engage s tudents in  f ield and lab 

ac t iv i t ies  v ir tually  through produc tion of  v ideo near 

ins truc tors ,  adoption of  f ield s i tes near s tudents , 

at-home demons trat ions,  and analysis  o f  datasets 

f rom previous years .  Tropic a l  Storm Cr is tobal  added 

excitement dur ing the f irs t  week of  June,  while 

providing a current dataset  and illus trat ion of  s torm 

ef fec ts  on the Mississippi  Gulf  Coas t .

 

1 S T  T E R M  ( J U N E )   

•  E lasmobranch Biolog y   

•  Mar ine Conser vation   

•  Mar ine Inver tebrate 

Zoolog y   

•  Mar ine Sc ience I  – 

Oceanography   

2 N D  T E R M  ( J U LY )   

•  Mar ine Animal 

Behavior   

•  Mar ine Ichthyolog y   

•  Mar ine Mammals   

•  Mar ine Sc ience II  – 

Mar ine Biolog y

A total  o f  6 0  s tu d e n ts  re p res e n tin g 20 s ch o ols  

e a rn e d 49 8 cre dit  h o u rs  in  th e  followin g co u rs es:

Water Level Gauge on Weeks Bayou 
During 24-hour Data Collection Lab 

A Marine Science I - Oceanography instructor 
collected data hourly during the spring tide in June 
and sent to students to complete a lab.
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As was globally experienced in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic 

brought numerous challenges to the university and GCRL. Initial 

impacts to research and academic functions were met with 

incremental adaptations to mission activities at GCRL, as our 

faculty, staf f, and students adjusted to safely and ef fectively 

conducting research, teaching and attending classes, and 

running day-to-day operations in a mix of vir tual and on-

site activities. For the first time in decades, college students 

from across the U.S. could not spend the summer in residence 

at GCRL par ticipating in f ield-based Summer Field Program 

courses. Hundreds of K-12 students were similarly unable to 

attend Sea Camp at the Marine Education Center, where they 

would receive hands-on learning about our coastal ecosystem. 

And routine interactions with the public, through Science Café 

and other outreach of ferings, were shif ted to vir tual formats. 

Two events not associated with the pandemic provided 

additional challenges in 2020. A fire in the Oceanography 

Building in late September caused extensive smoke damage 

inside the facility, resulting in the relocation of all building 

occupants while remediation and repair work was conducted. 

One month later, Hurricane Zeta’s landfall resulted in additional 

damage to the Oceanography Building (roof ) and impacted 

marine operations and other facilities at GCRL locations. 

Despite these programmatic impacts, lost connections and 

episodic setbacks, research and associated academic activities 

at GCRL – in both the field and laboratory – were maintained 

through the adaptive ef for ts of our faculty, staf f, and students 

and through the guidance and strong support of the university. 

As we move into 2021, GCRL continues to remain poised for 

growth in the broadest sense. Commencement of construction 

on the new oyster aquaculture facility at Cedar Point is 

anticipated by mid-year, and this project will run parallel to 

plans to improve infrastructure at the Halstead Harbor, as well 

as continuing ef for ts to improve existing facilities. Continued 

growth in research will be achieved internally and externally, 

as we enhance the collaborations among USM’s coastal research 

units, build and expand programs to meet the scientif ic needs 

associated with our dynamic coastal and marine environments, 

and work with our state, federal, university, private, and 

community par tners to produce research findings which 

address societal needs. In association with those research 

programs, GCRL will continue its more than 70 years of 

dedication to higher education to support and advance our 

scientif ic future. 

GULF COAST RESEARCH LABORATORY
The Gulf  Coast  Research Laborator y (GCRL)  is  a  research and teaching unit  of  The University  of  Southern 
Mississippi  dedicated to  the advancement of  scientif ic  discover y and promotion of  academic grow th in  the 
f ie lds  of  marine b iology and coastal  sciences .  The GCRL was established by the Mississippi  Legislature in  1948 
as  the state’s  designated marine laborator y and was incorporated into The University  of  Southern Mississippi 
four  decades later. DR. READ HENDON

Director

Our successes of 2020 were a 

product of a collective desire and 

thoughtful planning in response 

to unprecedented obstacles. We 

are proud of the tremendous 

efforts of our faculty, staff, and 

students that allowed GCRL to 

continue serving in its role as 

Mississippi’s marine laboratory, 

conducting the research to meet 

the needs of the state, region, 

and nation and training the next 

generation of leading scientists 

and educators.

”

“

DR. READ HENDON, GCRL Director
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Charting our 
COASTAL FUTURE

For more than 110 years,  The Universit y of  Southern Mississippi 

has delivered high-qualit y educ ation and research programs that 

meet the needs of  our  communities,  our  s tate,  and our world. 

And for  73 of  those years,  our  universit y has included a growing 

presence on the Mississippi  Gulf  Coast .

On Oc tober 9,  2020,  President Rodney Bennet t  shared the vision, 

pillars,  and init ia l  implementation plan that  will  no doubt solidif y 

our  posit ion as the educ ation and research leader on the Mississippi 

Gulf  Coast

2 1

Our v is ion is  for  The Universi t y o f  Southern Mississippi ’s 
Coas ta l  Operat ions to be a  nat ional  leader addressing issues 
relevant to people in  coas ta l  and mar it ime set t ings.
Three foundational  pilla rs  will  suppor t  this  overarching 
goal  and will  guide our work to posit ion our ac ademic 
and research programs a long the Coas t  for  even greater 
dis t inc t ion and impac t :

1.  Unders tanding the Ocean and Coas ts –  which 
encompasses ocean and coas ta l  ecosys tems,  f rom the 
coas tline to the ocean’s  sur face to i ts  deepes t  depths ;

2 .  Improving Coas ta l  Resilience –  which encompasses 
sus ta inable communit y development in  the face of 
ha zardous weather events ,  shi f t ing c limate condit ions, 
and associated socia l,  economic ,  health,  and ecologic a l 
impac ts ;  and,

3.  Suppor t ing the Blue Economy – which encompasses 
the economic condit ions and oppor tunit ies  unique 
to businesses,  indus tr ies ,  and government ser vices 
that  der ive economic benef i t  f rom ocean and coas ta l 
resources.

Organizat ionally,  the universi t y ’s  Coas ta l  Operat ions will 
be led by the senior  associate v ice president for  Coas ta l 
Operat ions.  This  posit ion will  be par t  o f  the universi t y ’s 
senior  Leadership Team and will  be responsible  for  the 
overa ll  planning ,  coordinat ion,  and implementat ion of  our 
Coas ta l  Operat ions and ini t iat ives .

A lso,  a  new posit ion of  associate v ice president for 
Ac ademic Af fa irs  will  oversee a ll  coas ta l  recruitment 
and advis ing func t ions and will  manage Ac ademic Af fa irs 
programs and ini t iat ives that  fa ll  outside of  speci f ic 
ac ademic schools .

F ina lly,  the posit ion of  associate v ice president for 
research for  Coas ta l  Operat ions will  oversee a ll  coas t- 
based research units  and will  coordinate a ll  coas t-based 
research func t ions. 

Our focus will  be on s treng thening exis t ing programs 
that  suppor t  loc a l,  regional,  nat ional,  and international 
demand,  and on the development of  innovative new 
ac ademic programs to meet the evolv ing needs of  the 

coas ta l  mar i t ime sec tor.

N E W  A P P O I N T M E N T S

DR .  JO S E P H R .  ( R E A D)  HE ND ON ,  long time 
mar ine researcher at  The Universi t y o f  Southern 
Mississippi,  has been appointed direc tor  o f 
the universi t y ’s  renowned Gulf  Coas t  Research 
L aborator y.

Hendon has been a research sc ient is t  at  USM 
for  the pas t  22 years ,  ser ving mos t o f  that  t ime 
in a  var ie t y of  roles with the Center  for  F isher ies 
Research and Development ,  inc luding as i ts 
direc tor.  He has mos t recently ser ved as GCRL 
associate direc tor.

In  his  role  as GCRL direc tor,  Hendon will  oversee 
the day-to -day operat ions of  GCRL and coordinate 
research ac t iv i t ies  for  GCRL’s  mission -based units .

A nat ive of  Jackson,  Miss . ,  Hendon earned his 
undergraduate degree (1996),  his  mas ter ’s  degree 
f rom (1998),  and his  doc torate (2013),  a ll  f rom USM.

DR . K EL LY L UC A S has been named the associate vice 
president for research,  Coastal  Operations.

Lucas has ser ved in that capacity on an inter im basis 
since March of 2020.  In her role,  Lucas will  oversee all 
coast-based research units and will  coordinate a ll  coast-
based research func tions for the University.

A South Mississippi  native,  Lucas earned her 
undergraduate degree (microbiolog y) f rom Mississippi 
State University,  her Master of Business Adminis tration 
degree from the University of Alabama-Birmingham, and 
her doc torate (coastal  sciences)  f rom USM. She worked for 
USM’s Gulf  Coast Geospatia l  Center as a scientis t  and deputy 
direc tor from 2008-13 before becoming the chief scientif ic 
of f icer at the Mississippi  Depar tment of Marine Resources 
in 2013.  In 2016,  she returned to USM as direc tor of the Thad 
Cochran Marine Aquaculture Center.  She will  continue to 
ser ve in that capacity until  a new direc tor is  named.
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