
variety of backgrounds representing 
universities, research groups, 
government agencies, private-
sector business and industry, and 
community organizations. Forty-four 
poster presentations were given 
by conferees to share research 
activities underway that may provide 
collaborative opportunities. These 
included the findings of many NSF 
RAPID award winners nationwide.

Plenary sessions on both days 
focused on the importance of 
collaborative research within 
the context of the oil spill: to 
comprehensively address research 
issues and complex, interlocking 
natural and manufactured systems, 
and to position researchers to 
collaborate on major interdisciplinary 
projects. The plenary speakers were 
Dr. Thomas Russell, NSF Office of 
Integrative Activities and Dr. Uma 
Venkateswaran, NSF EPSCoR 
Program Manager.

By its very nature, the oil spill 
impacts more than just the Gulf 
Coast of Louisiana, Mississippi, 
and Alabama. It impacts every 
geographic area that touches the 
Gulf or could come into contact with 
leaked oil or dispersants. Every 
population that consumes Gulf of 
Mexico seafood, every business 
or community directly or indirectly 
involved in any aspect of the spill 
and its aftermath – the effects are 
endless. The unprecedented reach 
of the spill could yield unprecedented 
outcomes, something that will take 
decades of study to determine.

With hundreds of researchers eager 
to make sense of the Gulf of Mexico 
oil spill’s comprehensive impact 
over the coming decades, Louisiana 
EPSCoR hosted a 1 ½-day oil spill 
conference in New Orleans on 
November 1-2, 2010. The event was 
held in collaboration with Alabama 
and Mississippi EPSCoR, and 
funded by the Louisiana Board of 
Regents and the National Science 
Foundation (NSF).

The Conference, “Collaborative 
Scientific Research Opportunities 
Relative to the Gulf Oil Spill,” was 
designed to identify multidisciplinary 
research priorities related to the 
spill while focusing on fostering 
collaborative research and building 
partnerships to study these 
complex issues across and among 
disciplines. 

It also provided a forum for 
researchers to discuss funding 
opportunities directly with NSF 
program officers, and for government 
and industry representatives to gain 
insight into ongoing scientific work.

The Conference attracted 380 
conferees from an impressive 
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Oil Spill Conference Touts Interdisciplinary Research Collaborations
Following each plenary session, the 
conference was divided into four 
crosscutting breakaway strands.  
The four broadly defined research 
areas were selected with the 
intention to promote wide-ranging 
multidisciplinary discussions, 
provide opportunities to hear about 
the diversity of ongoing research, 
encourage researchers to think in 
terms of interdisciplinary work, and 
pursue potential partnerships.

The profound interconnectedness 
of the impacts of the oil spill makes 
it difficult to meaningfully study 
small issues in isolation.

Dr. Uma Venkateswaran urged 
participants, “Share your research 
and use this opportunity to form 
potential collaborations that will lead 
to long-term research -- not only in 
oil-spill related research but in areas 
that are of relevance to Gulf Coast 
states.”



The four broadly inclusive research 
strands, each designed to attract 
a variety of interests and expertise 
were:

• Engineering Aspects and the 
Transport and Fate of Spilled Oil

• Coastal and Ocean Environments: 
Damage, Remediation and 
Recovery

• Human Communities: Disaster 
Management, Sustainability and 
Health

• Economics, Policy and Decision 
Support Systems.

(Read more about these research 
strands in the next issue of the LA 
EPSCoR newsletter.) 

Researchers participating in 
the conference proposed the 
development of data systems 
encompassing numerous disci-
plines to make information available 
to scientists and others and to 
facilitate collaboration. They 
suggested ways to pool research 
expertise and data collection efforts, 
to ensure that their efforts are not 
duplicated and all scientists have 
direct access to the information 
necessary to conduct meaningful 
research. 

National databanks, shared 
facilities, research partnerships, 
and well-maintained electronic 
resources were all identified as 
critical mechanisms for ensuring 
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availability and utility of scientific 
information. 

Throughout the plenary sessions, 
the value of the tri-state partnerships 
between Louisiana, Mississippi and 
Alabama EPSCoR was heralded. 

These three states have, since 
Hurricane Katrina, worked together 
to address issues of common 
importance, and recently received 
a major Research Improvement 
Initiative (RII) Track 2 award to 
establish the Northern Gulf Coast 
Hazards Collaboratory.

In the conference closing remarks, 
University of Louisiana at Lafayette 
Vice President for Research Robert 
Twilley reminded participants 
that, in the case of the oil spill, it 
is particularly important to break 
down disciplinary and institutional 
boundaries and collaborate as 

much as possible. 

Dr. Twilley encouraged the three 
partner states — Louisiana, 
Mississippi and Alabama — to 
continue to collaborate along three 
dimensions: offshore to onshore, 
vertically (in deeper environments) 
and longitudinally — across the 
varied topography of the northern 
Gulf coasts. 

“The three state coasts — which 
run the gamut from deltaic muds to 
sandy beaches within a very short 
distance — are uniquely equipped 
to test different hypotheses.  

The three states probably represent 
the greatest environmental gradients 
of any shoreline in the U.S., which 
would put them in good position to 
do a study on real estate values and 
economics from one type of coast to 
another,” Twilley concluded.


