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...The species that survives is the one  
   that is able best to adapt & adjust  
   to the changing environment in  
   which it finds itself.

– Charles Darwin

“    

”

In Review

FISCAL YEAR



Every year, we provide an annual report that highlights the 

Virginia Aquarium’s outstanding achievements from the prior year. 

This year is no exception. Despite the current landscape, the first 

nine months of this fiscal year boasts accomplishments and high 

points that we are proud to share with you in the following pages. 

The last four months of our fiscal year were unprecedented. Like 

you, we adapted to ensure we could continue our mission of 

inspiring people to love the marine environment while we were 

closed to the public. 

As we demonstrated during these unprecedented times, our 

mission was unwavering. According to Darwin’s Origin of Species, 

it is not the most intellectual of the species that survives. It is not 

even the strongest that survives; rather, it is the species that is 

best able to adapt and adjust to the changing environment that 

survives. With COVID-19, we quickly adapted to an all-virtual 

platform for our guests. In this way, we are able to provide 

valuable educational resources for all ages in our community, 

and across the world. Our online resources became an important 

portal for teachers, parents, grandparents, and others struggling 

to provide instruction to children at home. 

The pandemic has also shown how our Aquarium family can 

come together to support our mission. We hit a record number 

of donations this year−at a time we needed them the most. 

Our “Closed but Caring” campaign shared the urgency of the 

360 stranded animals we provided care to this year, as well as 

our continued need to tend to our 8,000 resident animals living 

with us at the Aquarium. Reduced gate revenues have obviously 

negatively impacted our ability to operate and care for these 

animals. Therefore, charitable gifts have become even more vital 

than ever to our survival. 

We are proud to report construction continues on both the South 

Building expansion and renovation, and the Darden Marine 

Animal Conservation Center. We anticipate opening the two 

buildings during the next fiscal year.

It is reasonable to assume that we will be living with COVID-19 

and its ramifications for the foreseeable future. During this 

time, we must rely on each other. Thank you for your continued 

support. We invite you to join us in our mission to inspire the 

conservation of the marine environment.
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THE DARDEN MARINE ANIMAL 
CONSERVATION CENTER

Progress Continues

The construction is progressing and is near 
completion. Drywall is being installed and an 
Aquarium pathway is forming. Exhibit set-up 
is underway, and all of the new learning areas 
are beginning to emerge. An impressive water 
tower was anchored in Our Watershed Exhibit 
and the new amphitheater is almost complete. 
Councilman Guy Tower offered remarks at 
a special ceremony with 33 attendees, that 
celebrated the closing-in of the building and 
generated excitement for this significant project.

CONSTRUCTION UPDATE 
& TOPPING OFF 

South Building

Significant progress continued toward the opening of  
the Darden Marine Animal Conservation Center, named in  
recognition of the Darden family’s and the Joshua P. and  

Elizabeth D. Darden Foundation’s generous contribution.  
This state-of-the-art, unique facility will allow the Aquarium  

to enhance research and conservation collaborations with 
universities, state agencies, and federal partners. It will provide  

space for animal care and rehabilitation, examination rooms, 
laboratory space for forensic investigations of stranded animals, 

quarantine space for new Aquarium residents, and more.

We were pleased to host the Darden family for a hard  
hat tour of the Darden Marine Animal Conservation  

Center to see the progress being made.

Pictured, front: Mrs. Elizabeth D. Darden  
Back (L to R): Mark Szymczak, Audrey Parrott,  

Holley Darden, & Allan Parrott

MAY 2020

AUG 2019
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The Batten Fund for the Virginia Aquarium of the Hampton Roads 
Community Foundation, generously established by Mrs. Jane P. 
Batten, enables Aquarium staff to grow professionally in support of 
our conservation mission and provides college students with valuable 
education and work experience through internships within the Aquarium. 
Through this fund, several Aquarium staff had occasions throughout the 
year to grow professionally via unique opportunities to learn, travel, and 
collaborate on topics supporting our conservation mission. Unfortunately, 
several opportunities were cancelled due to Covid-19.

THE BATTEN FUND FOR THE VIRGINIA AQUARIUM
CREW Training

A highlight of the year’s opportunities was an onsite training provided 
by Adam Senior, co-founder of the CREW Training professional 
development series. Mr. Senior spent three full weeks with Aquarium 
staff in order to develop an engagement strategy with the leadership 
team, identify new ideas for engagement opportunities throughout 
the facility, and train staff to incorporate those engagements 
throughout the guest’s visit to better communicate the Aquarium’s 
mission. Approximately 190 members of the staff (represents some 
redundancy between sessions) participated in the training.   
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NEW EXHIBITS IN THE  
CHESAPEAKE BAY GALLERY

New Animals

The Chesapeake Bay’s diverse ecosystem is home to 
thousands of plant and animal species. This year we 
relocated four habitats from our Marsh Pavilion to 
our Chesapeake Bay Gallery featuring some of the 
smaller species living in our “backyard,” like the timber 
rattlesnake, fiddler crabs, and pipefish. These exhibits 
beautifully illustrate how the changing seasons invite 
new critters to our local waters and create a healthy 
environment for all.

A treasured favorite resident at the Marsh Pavilion, Russell 
Crow, with her entertaining behavior and vocalizations, 

settled into her new home in our Upland River Room. 
Her new space closely resembles the natural habitat 

of American crows and its skylights allow the habitat’s 
temperature and light cycle to follow a natural daily and 

seasonal rhythm. We are confident Russell will thrive 
here and the high traffic flow will give her plenty of 

needed social interaction and stimulation.

Russell the Crow
SAYS “HELLO!” TO A NEW HOME
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Virginia Aquarium was closed 
March 16 to June 15. Due to this closure, the Aquarium experienced 
a devastating financial blow. This year’s earned revenues were $3.1 
million below the fiscal year 2019 earned revenues of $10 million. The 
Foundation revenues were down $600,000 year over year. 

The Aquarium created new (free) virtual learning resources, shared 
behind-the-scenes content on social channels, and developed a virtual 
run fundraiser. A successful Closed But Still Caring campaign was 
launched to encourage fans to donate during these unprecedented 
times, raising over $10,000. With reopening, new safety procedures 
were added for guests, staff, volunteers, and animals. Most notably, 
the limited Aquarium capacity caused an attendance decrease of about 
33%. Nonetheless, we are grateful to our many supporters and hopeful 
as we look forward to the new year ahead. 

NAVIGATING UNPRECEDENTED TIMES
Closed but Still Caring
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SEAWEED

Stranding Response

Seaweed, a loggerhead sea turtle, entered our care in July of 2019 
with extensive carapace wounds, likely from a vessel strike. The 
injuries were especially concerning because of the close proximity 
to the spine.  After more than a year of rehabilitation, the Stranding 
Response Program’s exceptional care and state-of-the-art treatment 
allowed for Seaweed’s successful recovery and release in fall 2020.  

MANATEES
Stranding responded to a deceased Florida manatee discovered in 
Virginia waters. This marked only the second such occurrence in over 
30 years, suggesting that manatees might be expanding their range, 
possibly in response to warming trends caused by climate change.

108 MARINE MAMMAL 
STRANDING RESPONSES

252 SEA TURTLE 
STRANDING RESPONSES

18 SEA TURTLES
REHABILITATED & RELEASED 

FY 2020 ACCOMPLISHMENTS
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Changing Exhibits
From household pets, to undersea adventures and backyard discoveries, the 
changing exhibits offered something for everyone! Cats & Dogs showcased 
the hidden lives of our favorite pets inviting guests to understand our pets’ 

feelings. In September guests were invited to dive into an underwater 
investigation in Wild Kratts®: Ocean Adventure! The Exhibit and in January 

guests entered the world of renowned children’s author/illustrator in Very 
Eric Carle: A Very Hungry, Quiet, Lonely, Clumsy, Busy Exhibit!  

Recognition

We are proud to congratulate two 
members of our incredible leadership 
team on receiving well-deserved 
awards and recognition! Our CEO, 
Cynthia W. Spanoulis, was named a 
2019 Women in Business Honoree by 
Inside Business, a weekly newspaper 
serving Norfolk, Virginia and the 
Hampton Roads area. Our resident 
veterinarian, Dr. Allyson McNaughton 
was chosen as the 2020 YWCA South 
Hampton Roads Woman of Distinction 
in Research & the Sciences.

FOR TWO WOMEN 
IN LEADERSHIP
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WATTS SPEAKER

Aquarium Events

As part of the Eleanor & Henry Watts Conservation Speaker Series, 
research assistant professor Dr. John Cook from the Center for 
Climate Change Communication at George Mason University gave 
a presentation about his work entitled “Making Sense of Climate 
Change Misinformation.”

GENERAL ASSEMBLY 
Members of the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center 
Foundation Board of Trustees Mission & Advocacy Committee and 
staff hosted an event in Richmond for members of the General 
Assembly and their legislative staff. In addition to enjoying “sensible 
seafood,” the group heard remarks from First Lady Pamela Northam.

TURTLE TROT 
The Aquarium, in partnership with  
New Realm Brewing, organized its  
first virtual 5k run to raise funds 
during the COVID-19 closure. 
We are grateful for the 215 
participants who brought 
in more than $7,810 in 
unrestricted revenue.  

 
SENSORY-FRIENDLY EVENTS
The Aquarium underwent a full sensory assessment and 

developed resources to provide an accepting and inclusive 
atmosphere for all guests and completed the KultureCity® 
Sensory Inclusive™ Certification program. Sensory-Friendly 
events were offered to guests seeking a quieter Aquarium 

experience with lighting and sound modifications.

HALLOWEEN AT  
THE AQUARIUM
As part of the fall festivities, 
the Aquarium transformed 
the Giant Screen Theater and 
Nature Trail into a spooky 
experience that was enjoyed 
by guests of all ages!

YOUTH OCEAN CONSERVATION SUMMIT 
Through our Youth Conservation Series offering middle and high school 
students hands-on opportunities to learn about marine science and 
conservation, we joined the national YOCS by hosting an event in March 
where students listened to speakers and discussed topics with peers 
related to marine conservation. Each student left with the tools needed 
to start their own conservation projects.
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Thank you to our numerous donors & sponsors 
who helped us to further our mission. 

Your continued support benefits our 
community in more ways than one. 
For a complete list of the Honor Roll of Donors,  
please visit www.VirginiaAquarium.com

397,591
ATTENDANCE

6,188
MEMBERSHIPS SOLD

14,120
STUDENT ATTENDANCE

NET: $1,261,922

CIT Y FOUNDATION

34%
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RESEARCH & CONSERVATION

ADMINISTRATIVE
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FUNDRAISING

$ 4,183,140 
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$836,338 

$1,062,823 
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$ 425,107
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36%

9%

7%

4%

5%

3%
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MEMBERSHIP
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OPERATING REVENUE & SUPPORT

$13,416,366 

$12,154,444 
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The mission of the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center 
is to inspire conservation of the marine environment through 

education, research, and sustainable practices.

The Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center Foundation, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, 
supports the work of the Virginia Aquarium. The Foundation procures and maintains the Aquarium's 
exhibits, including the animals and habitats. It is also responsible for annual and capital fundraising, 

administration and funding for the Virginia Aquarium Stranding Response Program, conservation and 
scientific research efforts, and the Aquarium's mission-related education programs. You can be a part 

of our mission: make a tax-deductible donation to support our incredible programming.

Gifts may be made online at VirginiaAquarium.com/SaveTheOcean 




