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A year like Fiscal Year 2021 reminds us what is important: our mission! Inspiring people to love 
the environment is an ongoing and imperative endeavor, despite the landscape and challenges 
around us with COVID-19. We are proud of our initiatives to continuously evolve, create new and 
exciting exhibits, and to inspire people to fall in love with animals and nature. The year 2021 was 
a remarkable year thanks to the generous support of our donors. We continued to expand our 
educational programs across the Commonwealth of Virginia; we reached students and teachers in 
not only the Hampton Roads area, but beyond with our virtual live programing geared toward STEM 
and Standards of Learning initiatives, and we provided corresponding lesson plans for teachers and 
stay at home parents to use with our programs. Additionally, our nationally-recognized Stranding 
Response Program continued to provide marine mammal and sea turtle stranding responses; with 
over 306 animals stranding this year in our care. In February, we participated with institutions across 
the world to save the thousands of sea turtles that cold stunned off the Texas coastline. 

 We continue to touch lives.
In May, we moved into the Darden Marine Animal Conservation Center (DMACC), and construction 
continues on the South Building with an anticipated opening spring 2022. This past spring we 
welcomed a new addition to our family, Monty, a non-releasable Harbor Seal. He brought us hope 
and inspiration after our beloved long-time resident seal, Piper, passed away in the winter. His story 
of hope provides us an opportunity to raise awareness and funding to protect seal populations. 

We were proud to join many Virginia Conservation partners across the Commonwealth to 
successfully lobby and gain approval of legislation that prevents the intentional release of balloons. 
This important legislation will positively impact our marine life by preventing intentional litter that 
entangles, and kills thousands of animals each year.   

We continue to be humbled by the outpouring of support from our community and supporters 
across the country. This support is vital for the continuous care of our resident animals, educational 
programing, and our Research and Conservation programs. As we look ahead, we are ready to 
provide Change You Can Feel as we lead the way in animal care, conservation, and to provide a 
beloved treasure for our community.

Cynthia W. Spanoulis
Executive Director
 

Salvatore J. DaBiero
Chair of the Board
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Despite the impacts of the pandemic and the 
challenging transition process from the old 
facility, the team maintained the specialized 
work vital to monitoring and protection of 
sea turtles and marine mammals in Virginia 
and the mid-Atlantic region. The aquatic 
animal holding systems and associated life 
support systems (pumps, filters, controls) 
were put to use immediately as the team 
transferred and admitted 13 stranded sea 
turtle patients by the end of June. 

The new DMACC includes multiple 
laboratory spaces, a pharmacy, treatment 
room, enhanced aquatic animal holding 
systems, and a dedicated necropsy room and 
building. New capabilities include specialized 
diagnostic equipment and several advanced 
crane and hoist systems that enable efficient 
handling of sea turtles in the rehabilitation 
hospital and animals that are recovered for 
post-mortem examinations and necropsy. 

As the new DMACC is coming online, it is 
important to recognize the significance of 
this achievement. Most importantly, it will 
provide an advanced work environment 
for amazing technical and scientific staff, 
and the many interns, Batten Fellows, 
volunteers, and professional colleagues that 
bring a place to life. The new DMACC is a 
unique facility that will support the future 
development of the Aquarium and its vital 
conservation mission.
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Darden  
Marine Animal 
Conservation  

Center
The Virginia Aquarium’s Research & Conservation section 

(Stranding Response & Research Program and Aquatic 

Animal Collections & Quarantine) successfully moved 

into the new Darden Marine Animal Conservation Center 

(DMACC) in May 2021. After more than 25 years at a small 

rented property, the section team immediately focused on 

getting settled into their new offices and initiating the many 

advanced operational capabilities of the new facility. The 

Darden Marine Animal Conservation Center is named in 

recognition of the Darden Family’s and the Joshua P. and 

Elizabeth D. Darden Foundation’s generous contributions.

MOVING INTO THE



DIVERSITY
CELEBRATING

With the growing cultural dialogue around diversity and the 
creation of the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) new 
promise to address diversity, equity, access, and inclusion 
(DEAI), the Aquarium has broadened its commitment 
to inclusion, access, equity, and environmental justice. 
Internally, staff have created an Equity Team to make 
inclusion central to our operation. The Aquarium 
continued to host inclusive programming such as 
PRIDE Family Night and monthly Sensory Friendly 
openings. The Aquarium also hosted a staff session 
with author and speaker, Eric M. Bailey, who uses 
a unique and engaging approach to initiate 
conversations on inclusion. 

In March, the Virginia Aquarium hosted Eric 
Bailey for a special staff presentation with the 
help of the Batten Professional Development 
Program. Instead of lecturing staff on diversity 
and inclusion, Eric Bailey presented a dynamic 
and interactive session called “Wholly Shift: 
Completely Changing the Conversation on 
Bias, Diversity, Privilege, and Inclusion using 
Brain Science,” that allowed Aquarium staff 
to engage with polls, answer questions posed 
by Mr. Bailey, and participate in activities to 
illustrate his key points. Once Mr. Bailey finished 
his introductions, he walked the staff through the 
first of his “Principles of Human Understanding” 
that address why people operate the way they 
do, including: 

The Illusion of Certainty 

Perception is More  
Important than Reality 

The Desire to Fight  
to Be Right 

The Power of Distinction 

The session was so popular that staff requested 
Mr. Bailey return to do a second session. The 
Aquarium looks forward to welcoming him back 
in January 2022 to continue the discussion on 
inclusion and the ways in which the Aquarium 
can welcome and retain a diverse staff now and 
in the future.  

CHANGING
THE CONVERSATION

“ ”
Why are you so 

passionate about this?

ASK YOURSELF:
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FANTASEAS
Mermaids, pirates, and fairies enchanted guests on select 
evenings in April. Guests were invited to dress as their 
favorite FantaSea character and enjoy an evening of fun 
and exploration, going home with a treasure trove of 
sweet memories.

The Virginia Aquarium’s annual Night at the Aquarium fundraising event sponsored 
by Capital Group went virtual for 2020 for the safety of our guests and staff. 
Through event sponsorships and auction proceeds, the event raised more than 
$150,000 with the net after expenses totaling approximately $105,000. The net 
significantly exceeded the prior highest net of $89,551 in 2014-15.

More than 400 supporters registered to participate in the auction, bidding on 
approximately 100 items. A number of unique Aquarium experiences were offered, 
including a sea turtle release and a behind-the-scenes encounter with the juvenile 

komodos. The winning bids ranged from $60 for bags of compost to $2,025 for 
Lunch with Our Veterinarian to $13,250 for the 2020 Toyota Yaris. Moving this year’s 
auction online allowed the fundraising event to reach a vastly broader audience, 
with supporters participating from Virginia Beach to Chicago to New York.

All event proceeds will be used to help care for thousands of animals, provide 
educational offerings to visitors, offer outreach programs to schools, conduct 
research and conservation activities, and operate our nationally-recognized 
Stranding Response Program. 

HALLOWEEN
Halloween at the Aquarium 2020 was 
spook-tacular! The sold out, two-
night event filled the Aquarium with 
costumed guests and featured sweet 
treats, a scavenger hunt, and a whole 
lot of family fun!  

HOL I -RAYS
Holi-Rays at the Aquarium,  

a multi-weekend event, 
brought a bit of magic to the 

2020 holiday season. Visitors, 
dressed in festive attire, came 

out for an evening of family fun 
in our winter wonderland of 

lights under the sea.

Night at the Aquarium
VIRTUAL  AUCTION:

EVENTS
AQUARIUM

The online auction ran from September 21 through October 3 featuring exciting 
Aquarium and local attraction experiences, summer camps, artwork, wine tours,  
one-of-a-kind items, and even a 2020 Toyota Yaris!  

TURTLE  TROT 
To celebrate our 35th anniversary 
and World Sea Turtle Day, we 
hosted the second successful 
virtual 5K! We are grateful for the 
189 participants and our generous 
sponsors and donors who helped 
us bring in $11,150 in revenue 
which will support the future of 
our conservation mission.

PARTY FOR THE PLANET
In partnership with the Association of Zoos 

& Aquariums, we invited the community 
to #SpringIntoAction for a 3-day beach 
cleanup as part of the Global Earth Day 

celebration, Party for the Planet! 
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SEAWEED RETURNS 
TO THE OCEAN 

Who remembers Seaweed? We are happy to pass along that 
Seaweed, who was hooked at a local fishing pier & admitted 

for rehab July 4, 2019, was returned to the ocean on October 
26, 2020. This loggerhead sea turtle initially presented with a 

total of four hooks & a significant injury to the caudal carapace 
(presumed to be from a vessel interaction). 

75
231

SEA TURTLE 
STRANDING RESPONSES

MARINE MAMMAL 
STRANDING RESPONSES

26
SEA TURTLES 

REHABILITATED  
& RELEASED

STRANDING
ACCOMPL ISHMENTS

HATCHL ING NEST  EXCAVATION 
In September, Stranding Response excavated a loggerhead nest that was laid in July 
and was being monitored. The nest contained 119 eggs, 72 hatchlings emerged 
independently, and one additional hatchling was excavated and released.

EAR WIG REHABIL ITAT ION
A critically endangered Kemp’s ridley sea turtle, affectionately 

named Earwig, was admitted to Stranding Response in mid-
May. Our veterinarian skillfully removed a large hook, 

and after a month of treatment, Earwig was 
successfully released.
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educating & inspiring
A YEAR OF

TODDLER TUESDAYS 
In response to the pandemic, we pivoted our event plan for our weekly onsite Toddler 
Tuesday events, as sponsored by Bob and Leslie Fort. We invited parents and their 
preschool-aged children to join Miss Jenny online, virtually! Each week she highlighted 
a different letter and animal with a special theme-related read aloud! She occasionally 
featured a live animal, and after each program, invited families to interact personally, 
ask questions, and chat. Reaching over 600 families, this is just one example of how the 
Aquarium rose to the challenges of the pandemic. 

SPR ING BREAK CAMPS 
Key to our mission, we strive to inspire and educate future generations of 
conservationists and scientists. Our day camps offer experiences for children of all ages 
to get excited about science and make connections with the natural world. This fiscal 
year we conducted 12 summer camps and 2 camps during the local school spring break, 
reaching 112 participants. Parental feedback indicated that kids were excited to share 
about their experiences and especially enjoyed the boat tour excursions and behind-the-
scenes experiences. Camps create lifetime memories, spark interest in marine science 
careers, and offer a means for families to be more involved with the Aquarium. 

V IRTUAL  PROGRAMS
In staying on mission, the Aquarium expanded educational opportunities despite having 
to pause in-person programs. Through a generous $14,000 grant from T-Mobile, we 
provided the Sea Turtle Survivor virtual program to 2,800 third-grade students in the 
20 Chesapeake public elementary schools. This live, virtual program provided an up-
close view of unique sea turtle biofacts and a virtual encounter with the sea turtles in 
the Aquarium’s exhibit. Students learned about anatomy, life history, and conservation 
concerns. Teachers were given corresponding follow-up lesson plans to help their 
students better understand the human impact and possible solutions to help protect 
sea turtles. Additionally, our Education Team created and offered virtual programs for 
teachers of students across all grade levels, both live and pre-recorded, with the help of 
a $10,000 grant from the Truist Foundation.

222

7,333
STUDENTS REACHED.

149SCOUTS IN 
3 WORKSHOPS

48HOMESCHOOL 
STUDENTS

32CAMPERS  IN  
4 PROGRAMS

VIRTUAL SCHOOL  
PROGRAMS OFFERED  

WITH A TOTAL OF 
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exceptional 
ANIMAL CARE

A YEAR OF
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UPLAND R IVER 
ROOM REFRESH 
The Upland River Room, impressively designed to 
follow the natural daily and seasonal rhythms of 
light and temperature, received a make-over with 
new plants and fresh pruning.

TOMISTOMA  
EGG NEST 
In May, Staff noticed our female 
Tomistoma exhibiting some nesting 
behavior and organized a nest 
excavation. Our veterinary and 
animal care staff carefully dug 
into the nest and discovered 16 
eggs! The eggs were removed, 
measured, and carefully placed 
in an incubator for monitoring.

BREEDING PROGRAMS 
The Virginia Aquarium successfully propagated two species of poison dart frogs, 
rearing 200 through tadpole metamorphosis, which allowed us to share frogs with 
other facilities.  

We continued our support of the Lake Victoria cichild Species Survival Program 
(SSP), partnering with other institutions to conserve this African species through 
breeding programs.

ANNUAL PHYS ICALS 
Two resident sea turtles, Big Momma (loggerhead) and 

Greenie (green turtle), received their annual physicals in 
March weighing in at 213 and 216 pounds respectively.

In June, our veterinarian successfully examined our 
sharks. Safely handling sharks and monitoring their 
health without stress requires extensive behavioral 

training and practice with our aquarists.
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F ISH SURGERY 
Surgery on a fish is a sensitive endeavor. In September, our team 
successfully removed a tumor from one of our bluegill, a freshwater fish.



This past June, the Aquarium welcomed a new juvenile male 
harbor seal to our home. Just over a year old, the seal was 
previously in rehabilitation at the National Marine Life Center 
(NMLC) in Buzzards Bay, MA. This young seal was rescued 
a total of three times in his short life and was deemed non-
releasable having been habituated to being around humans 
and unable to thrive on his own.  

After his arrival in June, the Aquarium held a naming auction 
for the newest member of our family. The auction raised 
$6,250 and the winning bidder chose “Monty” as his name.

Monty has been in behavioral training with the animal care 
staff working on name recognition, targeting, and building 
up his ability to move to different stations. He will soon be 
introduced to Hector and Rudder and we are hopeful that 
Monty will be out on exhibit by the end of the year.  

OUR NEWEST  
HARBOR SEAL

MEET MONTY:
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ON THE MENU
SOMETHING NEW

Another positive light of the year was the opening of our onsite dining facility, Osprey 
Café, presenting the food delights of our new catering partner, Canteen. We are thrilled 
to be partnering with Canteen, a company that shares our vision for sustainability. 
Canteen will also be offering food and beverages for special and private events on-site.

VIRTUAL REALITY
GUESTS  EXPER IENCE

We introduced an all-new experience, fully immersive simulators with stunning wrap-
around sound and multi-directional movement. Guests settled comfortably into the 

pod to experience beautiful, exciting, and thrilling adventures that had them feeling 
transported to many other worlds. Our first 7-minute experience was SHARK DIVE 

where guests got up close to the sharks of Grand Bahama Island’s Tiger Beach!
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After years of research, advocacy presentations, and 
community messaging about the impacts of balloon litter 
on marine wildlife and habitats, the Virginia Aquarium, in 
partnership with others in the effort, reached a significant 
milestone. Virginia became the first state in the nation to ban 
the intentional outdoor release of balloons. Delegate Nancy 
Guy of Virginia Beach led the effort and introduced a bill 
which was signed into law by the Governor on July 1, 2021. 
This advocacy effort and the resulting legislation will allow 
for better education about this important issue and inspire 
Aquarium guests, the greater community, and all Virginians to 
make the choices and behavior changes necessary to reduce 
balloon litter and protect all wildlife and the  
wild places they call home.

CELEBRATING A

mission  
milestone

”
“Virginia became the first 

state in the nation to ban 
the release of balloons.



Mr. Robert N. Henderson, Jr. of Virginia Beach 
passed away on February 4, 2020. Last spring, 
the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center 
Foundation was notified by AMG National Trust 
Bank that Mr. Henderson had left 50% of his estate, 
or approximately $750,000, to the Foundation for 
general charitable purposes.  Mr. Henderson was a 
career Merchant Marine and retired as a captain.  

Mr. Henderson loved nature, the sea, sea life, and 
his life while at sea traveling to faraway ports.  In 
appreciation of the generous gift of his life earnings, 
the Foundation’s Board of Trustees has recommended 
designating his gift to the Foundation’s endowment.  
As such, the funds will provide an annual distribution 
to assist the Aquarium for many years to come.

Mr. Henderson’s very generous estate gift is the 
largest estate gift in the Foundation’s history.  
The addition of the $750,000 to the endowment 
will increase the Foundation’s endowment to 
approximately, $3.2 million.  

The Aquarium Society recognizes individuals who 
have arranged for a deferred gift to the Foundation 
in any one of the following ways: a bequest in a will 
or revocable trust; a charitable remainder trust or 
gift annuity; a charitable lead trust; the naming of 
the Foundation as a beneficiary of an IRA, qualified 
retirement or pension plan, an annuity, or life 
insurance policy; or a remainder interest in a personal 
residence or farm.

GIFTS
ESTATE
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Dominion Energy 
$50,000 

Virginia Beach Department  
of Economic Development 
$10,000 

United Way of South Hampton 
Roads (VB Relief Grant) 
$10,000 

Capital Group Companies 
Charitable Foundation 
$5,000 

Hampton Roads  
Community Foundation 
$5,000 

EFFORTS &  
GRANTS
Shortly before the start of Fiscal Year 2021, we welcomed guests back 
into the facility following the Commonwealth of Virginia’s COVID 
guidelines. We reduced the number of people in our exhibit spaces, 
maximized social distancing, provided lots of hand sanitizer, required 
facial coverings, and discontinued exhibits that would encourage 
congregation – such as our ray touch pool. Traditional education 
programs, like our onsite field trips, were cancelled, and we focused 
on ways to teach students virtually.  

When the pandemic necessitated our closure for 96 consecutive 
days in the spring of 2020, our food service contractor exercised 
the Force Majeure clause of the contract, and removed all the food 
service equipment. We negotiated a contract with a new food service 
provider, Canteen, who opened May 3, 2021.  

In November 2020, in recognition of the public-private partnership 
between the City of Virginia Beach and the Virginia Aquarium & 
Marine Science Center Foundation, the Virginia Beach City Council 
provided $335,730 to the Foundation for the purchase of food service 
equipment and to provide payroll relief for Foundation-funded 
employees.  

In December 2020, with the Aquarium Conservation Partnership, we 
advocated for a COVID-19 emergency federal legislative package 
that provided funding support to non-profit and public entertainment 
organizations based on the size of revenue losses. Our Shuttered 
Venue Operators Grant application was submitted promptly, and we 
received notification that our $4,486,715.06 grant was awarded in 
early July 2021 to the City of Virginia Beach.  

COVID RECOVERY

The Foundation also received two Payroll Protection 
loans. Other COVID relief grants included:  



19 | ANNUAL REPORT FY 2021

City Foundation

Exhibits & Husbandry

research & conservation

administrative

Education

merchandising

marketing

guest & member services

fundraising

31%
14% 
14%
13%
10%

8% 
7% 
3%

OPERATING EXPENDITURES $12,665,145

Admission Revenue

Contributions, Grants & Support

Retail

Investment Income

Membership

Facility Use & Concessions

Education Programs

43%  
17%  
14%
10% 

6%  
5%  
5%  

OPERATING REVENUE & SUPPORT $14,739,521

$3,916,151 

$1,796,427

$1,775,784

$1,662,500

$1,290,914

$1,006,760

$914,293

$302,317

$6,345,876

$2,524,481

$2,057,043

$1,416,170

$955,009

$746,803

$694,138
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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.

Please visit www.VirginiaAquarium.com for a 
complete list of the Honor Roll of Donors.

NET: $2,074,376 

FISCAL YEAR 2021 F INANCIALS  
&  STAT IST ICS

The Foundation’s Board of Trustees adopted a conservative budget in FY21 due to COVID-19. With strong 
expense control, several COVID-19 relief grants, and strong donor support, revenues held strong. As the 

Foundation is responsible for the animals and exhibits at the Aquarium, these revenues will be invested in new 
and advanced exhibits as well as the upkeep and maintenance of existing exhibits and their infrastructure.



717 General Booth Blvd.
Virginia Beach, VA 23451
(757) 385-FISH
VirginiaAquarium.com

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  
www.VirginiaAquarium.com or  
by using the envelope enclosed.

The mission of the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science  
Center is to inspire conservation of the marine environment 
through education, research, and sustainable practices.


