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Staff Writer

They are three formidable environ-
ments to navigate – space, the ocean
bottom and Washington.

But the UNCW-run Aquarius, the
world’s only permanent undersea
laboratory, appears to have weath-
ered a budget crunch that could sink
dozens of other federal programs.

“Considering what’s going on, I
was pleasantly surprised,” said Andy
Shepard, head of the National Under-
sea Research Center at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina Wilmington.
Among other things, Aquarius helps
train NASA astronauts.

President Bush has proposed cut-

ting or ending funding to over 150
federal programs in the upcoming fis-
cal year as the administration
struggles to tame the surging federal
deficit while paying for ongoing wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Among the programs on the fiscal
chopping block is dredging for most
of North Carolina’s coastal water-
ways – including all shallow-draft in-
lets and the Intracoastal Waterway –
and a slew of local initiatives sup-
ported by Community Development
Block Grants.

But NOAA’s National Undersea
Research Program, which supports
the research capsule that’s moored
in 63 feet of water off Key Largo, Fla.,
wasn’t one of those programs.

“We think it’s a good budget,”
said Steven Gallagher with the Na-
tional Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration’s budget office. “We
feel the fact we were essentially able
to maintain funding in a pretty diffi-
cult budget environment is good
news.”

The administration has proposed
$10.46 million for the undersea re-
search program next year, essentially
the same amount President Bush pro-
posed last year. In past years Con-
gress has boosted funding for the

program above the administration’s
request, increasing its budget to
about $13 million for the current fis-
cal year.

“But this year it’s hard to pre-
dict what’s going to happen,” Mr.
Shepard said.

One of six undersea research cen-
ters around the country, the UNCW
facility received about $2.46 million
this year. Roughly two-thirds of that
is used to maintain and operate
Aquarius. But the center’s federal
funding has remained flat since 1996.

That’s made it increasingly chal-
lenging for the research center to
operate Aquarius – and support the
scientists that use it – as well as pay
for other research projects in an area
that extends from North Carolina
 to Texas.

“We have a lot of partners now
because of necessity,” Mr. Shepard
said of groups and researchers
who can bring their own funding
with them.

 One of those groups is NASA,
which has been used Aquarius for
several years to train astronauts and
test space-bound technology.
Its environment, which requires an
extensive decompression procedure
after extended stays, mimics the diffi-

culties of working in space. And with
about 400 square feet of living and
research space, the undersea lab is
similar in size to the International
Space Station’s living module.

NASA’s June mission could in-
clude testing of future rovers and re-
mote-operated vehicles.

Also scheduled to visit Aquarius
for the second straight year is a Ca-
nadian organization, assisted by
NASA and the Canadian Space
Agency, that’s testing the feasibility
of remote robotic and emergency
medical applications in extreme envi-
ronments, like space or the battlefield.
Mr. Shepard said the undersea labo-
ratory, due to its longevity in one lo-
cation and sophisticated sensor suite,
also offers researchers a unique op-
portunity to catalog long-term
changes in the marine environment.

That ability is becoming increas-
ingly valuable as more research is
focused on issues like global warm-
ing and other topics raised by the
recent Pew Oceans Commission
and U.S. Commission on Ocean
Policy reports.

“It really is a unique asset,” Mr.
Shephard said, “and we feel the sci-
ence we do is needed now more than
ever before.”
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‘Aquarius’ dodges federal budget cuts

‘Aquarius’ in a nutshell

Location: Florida Keys
National Marine Sanctuary,
near Key Largo
Owner: National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration
Manager: University of North
Carolina Wilmington
Size: 43 feet long, 9 feet in
diameter
Crew: Up to six “aquanauts”
Weight: 81 tons
Built: 1986


