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ALABAMA CENTER FOR ECOLOGICAL RESILIENCE

What is ACER?
The Alabama Center for Ecological Resilience (ACER)
Consortium was created to better understand the role that
diversity played in how nearshore coastal ecosystems responded
to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.
ACER is one of 12 consortia funded by the Gulf of Mexico
Research Initiative (GoMRI) and led by the Dauphin Island
Sea Lab under the direction of Dr. John Valentine. ACER is
comprised of 17 research scientists from 9 universities that
include the University of South Alabama, University of South
Florida, University of Alabama, Siena College, Northeastern
University, Louisiana State University, Florida Gulf Coast
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University and Rutgers University. The consortium is divided
into 7 integrated research groups focusing on the coastal ecosystems of the northern Gulf of Mexico extending from the
mid-continental shelf to inshore oyster reefs and coastal wetlands. These groups are studying nitrogen cycling, the microbial
community, microplankton, infauna, oyster reefs, wetlands and predators. The ACER Consortium also includes an education
and outreach team and data management personnel.
ACER scientists are examining the relationship between genetic, taxonomic and functional diversity and ecosystem resilience
at several scales and in many different groups of organisms to oil exposure. Using both field investigations and large-scale
controlled laboratory experiments (mesocosms), several ecological processes (primary productivity, nitrogen cycling,
predation) as well as aspects of ecosystem structure (density, biomass, biodiversity) are being measured.
continued on back
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Figure 1. A conceptual view of the ACER program. All
symbols courtesy of the Integration and Application
Network, University of Maryland Center for
Environmental Science (ian.umces.edu/imagelibrary/)
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continued ...Ecosystem services, such as shoreline stabilization, nitrogen removal and habitat provisioning, are also being
assessed. Research results will not only allow for an assessment of oil spill impacts, but more generally, may help to predict
the impacts of other types of disturbance and the importance of these coastal habitats.

ACER & Diversity
The primary goal of the ACER scientific research program is to investigate the role biological diversity plays in
determining the resilience of nearshore northern Gulf of Mexico ecosystems to impacts from the 2010 Deepwater
Horizon oil spill. More generally, ACER scientists anticipate their research providing insight into how diversity
affects the way ecosystems respond to any type of disturbance, such as hurricanes, hypoxia, or human impacts.
What is diversity? Diversity and the term biodiversity, often used synonymously, usually refer to the number of
different kinds of living organisms (species) in a habitat or area. For some animals such as crabs or fish which
appear different (morphologically distinct), it is relatively easy to separate and count the number of different species
present. However, for other organisms, such as bacteria, it is difficult to recognize distinct species and special
techniques are required. In addition to species diversity, ACER scientists are also investigating the roles of genetic
and functional diversity.
Scientists have often found that biodiversity provides resistance to the negative effects of environmental
disturbances. The term for this ability to resist, recover or bounce back from impacts is resilience. Thus, one of
the key ideas or hypotheses that ACER scientists are investigating is that more diverse ecosystems are more
resilient. It is thought that increased diversity allows the continuation
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A look back at the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill
The Deepwater Horizon oil spill is a disaster
most people of the Gulf coast will never
forget. On April 2010, the Deepwater Horizon
oil rig exploded releasing an estimated total
of 4.9 million barrels of Louisiana sweet
crude oil over 87 days. Attempts to recover
and reduce the impact of oil resulted in
the controversial use of the chemical
dispersant, which was applied at depth
and sprayed at the surface. The long-term
effects of oil and dispersant reaching
benthic, pelagic and coastal habitats are still
being studied. Scientists, including ACER’s,
continue to study the affected habitats and
conduct experiments to better understand

Figure 2. Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill Impact on coastlines and overall footprint as of
July 31, 2010. Credit: New York Times

ABOUT US
The Alabama Center for Ecological Resilience (ACER) Consortium investigates how
biodiversity influences an ecosystem’s ability to resist and recover from disturbance,
focusing on impacts of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill on coastal ecosystems in the
northern Gulf of Mexico.
This publication was made possible by grant number
GoMRI231504-00 from the Gulf of Mexico Research
Initiative.

the short- and long-term effects of oil and
dispersant on coastal habitats.

Project Contact Information
http://acer.disl.org/
acer@disl.org
Dauphin Island Sea Lab
101 Bienville Blvd,
Dauphin Island, AL 36528
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