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The Dauphin Island Sea Lab saw growth in programs in the years 2021 and 2022 despite the challenges
posed by the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. University Programs (UP) and Discovery Hall Programs (DHP)
boasted pre-COVID enrollment. The Alabama Aquarium also saw its highest foot traffic in 2022. 

Cleanup efforts from Hurricane Sally, which struck campus in September 2020, continued into late 2021.
Offices, lab space, a storage building, and a dormitory were knocked offline by the storm. Areas that could
be repaired included the offices and lab space in Marine Science Hall. The damaged storage building was
earmarked for the new multi-stressor wet lab. The damaged dormitory was designated as a new storage
area, and efforts began to design a new dormitory. 

The first ten Alabama Center of Excellence awards were announced in 2021. The first ten awards focused
on pollution and erosion multi-stressors, shoreline processes, wetlands, sea level rise in the Delta, and the
study of hypoxia. These studies were seen as a benefit to the Alabama Department of Management
(ADEM) and the Alabama Department of Conservation in creating management plans. 

An economic impact analysis conducted in 2021 by the University of South Alabama Center for Real Estate
and Economic Development determined that DISL generates an overall annual economic impact of $56
million for the state of Alabama and $54 million to the lower Alabama region.

The economic impact has three different components: direct impact, which is revenues earned by DISL in
the form of admissions, tuition, and grants; indirect impact, which occurs when it pays for goods and
services; and induced impact, when DISL employees spend their paychecks on things they need, such as
food, clothing, and housing. As monies flow through the economy, it produces a multiplier effect. This
analysis captured the essence of all of the DISL economic activity spurred by the original receipts.



The DISL joined the nonprofit American Solar Energy Society (ASES) and hundreds of homes, businesses,
and organizations throughout America for the 2021 ASES National Solar Tour. The DISL campus
encompasses 30-plus acres with 39 buildings. Seven of those buildings are powered by solar energy.
Three of the seven solar PVs were added during 2021 as part of an Energy Savings Contract through
Southland Energy.

The DISL campus also welcomed AmeriCorps teams in October 2021 and January 2022 to help with
campus facilities improvements. AmeriCorps is the federal agency connecting individuals and
organizations through service and volunteering to tackle the nation’s most pressing challenges. 

The DISL Public Relations Department unveiled a new logo and branding guidelines for the campus in
2021. 



University Programs
University Programs (UP) oversees summer undergraduate and year-round graduate (M.S. and Ph.D.)
education, as well as faculty research. While DISL is not a degree-granting institution, it does serve as a
focal point of marine science in the state of Alabama through the Marine Environmental Sciences
Consortium.  

Enrollment in summer courses rebounded from the enrollment decrease during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The 2021 enrollment was in line with 2019, and the 2022 enrollment was only slightly below. Overall,
enrollment continues to show an upward trend in summer college credit hours for graduate and
undergraduate students over the past decade. 

Research
The Marine Mammal Research Program released the findings in the post-mortem exam of the sperm
whale that stranded in Mobile Bay in November 2020. The sperm whale showed signs of chronic
malnutrition. This finding suggests that the whale likely had not eaten during the weeks or even months
before stranding. The post-mortem exam, also called a necropsy (animal autopsy), was conducted under
MMPA/ESA permit no. 18786-04 by the Alabama Marine Mammal Stranding Network (ALMMSN) to
determine why the whale, which typically inhabits deep ocean waters, stranded inside Mobile Bay.

The National Science Foundation (NSF) funded nine Research Experience for Undergraduates (REU) in
2021 and 2022. The program adds another level of expertise to students interested in research-based
careers. Participating students gain experience in field and lab sampling, team and independent research,
necropsy, molecular, genomics, analysis and statistics, and communication. The program provides
students the opportunity to carry out an independent research project under the direction of a faculty
mentor as part of a productive research laboratory.

2022 NSF-REU Participants
Claire Legaspi/Texas A&M University
Yasmine Hall/Auburn University
Ellie Jata/University of West Florida
Rebecca Carwithen/University of Santa Cruz
Anika Cho/University of Alabama
Kenneth Murage/Talladega College
Alexes Cleveland/Alabama State University
Evan Marth/Athens State University
D. Julian Hodges/Barry University

2021 NSF-REU Participants
Charlie Dvergsten/Carleton College
Jordan King/SUNY Maritime College
Eli Kemp/Lyon College
Che'Isha Johnson/Talladega College
Kahylin Nesbitt/Oakwood University
Shelby Blair/Rogers State College
Sophie Wong/University of Virginia
Mimi Eason/Northern Arizona University
Elexuzz Davis/Alabama State University

http://almmsn.disl.edu/


In 2022, the Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant Consortium funded two projects led by DISL research teams,
which focused on living shorelines and oyster aquaculture. The projects received funding in the 2022-2024
funding cycle. Dr. Ronald Baker earned funding to evaluate breakwater designs and their relation to fish
habitats. The research efforts can be used in the project management of shoreline restoration efforts. 

Dr. Lee Smee will lead a project on the costs and benefits of nursery techniques to improve oyster
aquaculture and restoration. Collaborators in the project include PJ Waters with the Auburn University
Marine Extension and Research Center and Rusty Grice, Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant Consortium.

Several labs participated in research cruises during 2022. In April, Graduate students Cy Clemo and
Madeline Frey in Dr. Kelly Dorgan’s Lab traveled to Massachusetts for a research expedition with scientists
from the University of Texas at Austin and the United States Geological Survey (USGS) on the New England
shelf. They traveled to the edge of the continental shelf on the University of Rhode Island’s Research
Vessel Endeavor to study how acoustic signals are affected by the physical and biological properties of
seafloor sediment.

Then, in May, Dr. Jeffrey Krause led a team of seven DISL students for a three-day research expedition on
the Research Vessel Pelican out of the Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium. The team included
Lindsey Lemke, Allie Smith, Dev Mallick, Ryan Roseburrough, and Blair Morrison. The group collected
sediment samples in the northern Gulf of Mexico. 

Graduate student Lydia Hayes, who is a part of the Kiel Reese Geomicrobiology Lab, took part in a research
expedition to the Mariana Trench in November. Her focus was to study microbial life in extreme
environments. 

During the 2022 summer sessions, students taking courses at DISL helped build a living shoreline on the
bayfront in Mobile. Murphy High School teacher Sharon Delchamps led the project, which is a partnership
between the Alabama Coastal Foundation, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the University of South
Alabama. A National Fish and Wildlife Foundation grant funded the project, and the project is permitted
through the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The team included DISL/REU students Rebecca Carwithen and
Kenneth Murage, South Alabama students Cadie Barnes, Katie West, Georgia Vaughn, Houston Huges,
Andrew Mills, Tabor Smith, and Nathaniel Roy, Fisheries Ecology Lab Research Assistant Trey Spearman,
Bishop State’s Dr. Kathleen Roberts, and South Alabama Instructor Dr. Amy Sprinkle. 



Two DISL graduate students were named finalists as
part of the 2023 John A. Knauss Marine Policy Fellow.
Ph.D. Candidate Jesse Gwinn earned the opportunity to
work in the NOAA Oceanic and Atmospheric Research
(OAR) Division and Ph.D. Candidate Matthew Hodanbosi
will work as a Science & Technology Ocean and Coastal
Enterprise Fellow for the U.S. Integrated Ocean
Observing System Office.



Alabama Real Time Coastal Observing System
(ARCOS)
The Dauphin Island Sea Lab’s marine weather center, damaged during Hurricane Sally in 2020, was back
online by 2022 with an upgrade. ARCOS includes 13 weather stations, with eight of those stations
managed by the Dauphin Island Sea Lab. These stations provide marine weather information to
everyone interested in current and historical conditions in Mobile Bay.

Through the hard work of the ARCOS technical
team and support from the Alabama Center of
Excellence, the network is back to pre-Hurricane
Sally levels with a new user-friendly design.
Responsive and interactive graphs plot live data
with updates every thirty minutes. This includes
air and water temperature, relative humidity, wind
speed and direction, and current salinity levels.

The Dauphin Island Sea Lab brought ARCOS online in 2003 to collect real-time data at weather stations
placed in and around Mobile Bay. This information assists in forming effective strategies when faced
with natural and man-made disasters, as well as enhancing the economy, and protecting the
environment.



Discovery Hall Programs
Discovery Hall Programs (DHP) delivers K-12 educational programs during the academic year, summer
camps, a marine science high school residential summer course, professional development workshops,
and a traveling classroom known as the BayMobile. The offerings focus on experiential learning and
science literacy, with a focus on Alabama students and residents.

DHP pivoted efforts in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic to continue an exponential reach throughout
the state of Alabama. Programs expanded the focus to homeschool groups, families, and people
interested in learning more about the ocean. Added programs included family camp, grandparents
camp, and sea lab science Fridays. 

To grow STEM programming related to remotely operated vehicles (ROV), DHP introduced a ROV Loaner
Kit Program in 2021 with the support of a $5,000 grant from Ingalls Shipbuilding for STEM activities in
virtual settings. The free loaner program was designed for teachers, STEM instructors, and robotics
coaches across the state of Alabama who are interested in diving into ROVs with their students. Kits
contain all the materials needed to build ROVs with their students. 

The program also aided efforts to attract more participation in the ROV competitions hosted by DISL.
The Northern Gulf Coast Regional MATE ROV Competition was held in 2021 and 2022, while the
Alabama Regional SeaPerch Competition took a year off and returned in 2022. Both competitions
challenge the student teams to design and build a ROV to apply science, technology, engineering, and
math to solve real-world problems. The competitions are less about winning and more about
strengthening students’ critical thinking, collaboration, entrepreneurship, and innovation skills.

In 2021, DHP hosted the Sea Stars camp for students with special needs and their parents/caretakers.
Participants explored Dauphin Island’s marine habitats, including Mobile Bay, the salt marsh, and the
beach by boat, bus, and walking. The program sponsors included the Rotary Children’s Foundation,
Austal, and the Krewe of Kindness. The program will be offered again in 2023.



Alabama Aquarium
The Alabama Aquarium broke records in 2022 with 110,879 visitors stopping by to learn about the
Alabama watershed. Plans are underway to renovate the Aquarium in 2023.

In May 2021, Alabama Governor Kay Ivey signed HB136 designating the aquarium as the official
Aquarium of Alabama, highlighting its importance to education and research conducted by DISL. 
This Aquarium highlights the importance of each habitat, introducing you to the animals and plants that
live in each, and it describes the research conducted by DISL scientists to ensure the health of our
state’s remarkable coastal resources. 

Since 1998, more than one million students and visitors have walked through the doors of the aquarium.
The visual and interactive exhibits take visitors on a journey through the Mobile Tensaw-Delta and
Mobile Bay, along the barrier islands, and into the northern Gulf of Mexico. The aquarium was created to
improve ocean literacy and enhance the public understanding and wise stewardship of our coastal
resources.

The docent/volunteer program at the aquarium took a hit during the COVID-19 pandemic. The program
encourages those interested in sharing their enthusiasm for the environment with visitors and students
at the Aquarium’s touch table and during special events. Volunteer gardeners are also invited to help
with beautifying the campus throughout the year. By 2022, the program bounced back with 63
volunteers and 3,050 volunteer hours logged.

In March of 2022, a snack shop opened at the Alabama Aquarium, offering ice cream and other island
treats throughout the year. The snack shop quickly became a favorite among visitors. 

https://www.disl.org/assets/uploads/publications/HB136_-_Act_2021-411.pdf
http://disl.edu/estuarium


DISL Foundation
The Dauphin Island Sea Lab Foundation (DISLF) provides funds to sustain the activities of the Sea Lab
and promotes awareness of the Sea Lab and its environmental issues. The Foundation raises funds and
promotes the Sea Lab through various means. 

The primary fundraising event for DISLF is “Cocktails with the Critters” (CWC). The event in years past
featured an in-person silent auction. However, COVID-19 moved the silent auction to the virtual world,
which proved to increase success in raising money through sponsorships and donations. The 2022
event was the highest-grossing CWC to date. 

The DISLF also held the first employee campaign in 2021, and followed the success of the first year with
a successful second year. Each year saw 100 percent participation, and helped to build an outdoor
pavilion and fund scholarships. 

The Foundation’s second fundraising event of the year is the Marine Environmental Awards Luncheon.
The 2021 event featured keynote speaker marine ecologist Dr. Neil Hammerschlag, who is the director
of the shark research & conservation program. Walter Ernest and the Mobile County Commission were
recognized for their outstanding contributions to marine environmental sustainability. In 2022, American
oceanographer Dr. Dave Gallo was the keynote speaker, along with Angus R. Cooper, III, and the Alabama
Wildlife Federation, who were recognized for their outstanding contributions to marine environmental
sustainability. 
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