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donations expected to ease long-term research, outreach at one-of-a-kind ‘closed world’

UA gets Biosphere, $20 million as gifts
By Becky Pallack
ARIZONA DAILY STAR

The company that bought Biosphere 2 four years ago is donating
it to the University of Arizona.
CDO Ranching & Development
is giving the university 40 acres
of land that hold the Biosphere 2
scientific facilities, a conference
center and other buildings on the
Biosphere campus north of Tucson
near the town of Oracle.
“We just hope it’s very successful and can be, after all these years,
everything it was envisioned to be
from the beginning,” said Martin
Bowen, managing partner of CDO
Ranching.
Although not an official appraisal. the gift is valued at at least
$100 million. The replacement value
is more than $1 billion.
A second gift of $20 million from
Texas billionaire Ed Bass’ Philecology Foundation will be used as an

The University
of Arizona’s five
biggest gifts
• $130 million
James Rogers in 1998 for the
College of Law
• $100 million
CDO Ranching & Development
this month for Biosphere 2
• $50 million
Ed Bass in 2007 and this month
for Biosphere 2
• $20 million
Mel and Enid Zuckerman in 1997
and other times for the College
of Public Health
• $15 million
Don Diamond in 2007 for the
Diamond Children’s Medical
Center
source: star archives
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Experiments at Biosphere 2 began with eight “biospherians” who lived inside the sealed ecosystem for two years.
A $20 million endowment from the Philecology Foundation will fund future research
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UA gets Biosphere, $20 million as gifts
continued

The Biosphere 2 houses environments ranging from a humid rain forest to a desert, allowing researchers to study water, drought and how viruses spread. The
gifts will enable the university to conduct long-term experiments, said Travis Huxman, Biosphere director and professor of ecology and evolutionary biology.

Biosphere 2 timeline
• 1984 — Property bought by
Space Biospheres Ventures,
bankrolled by Ed Bass; had
previously been used as a UA
conference center.

•1986 — Construction begins on
the $200 million Biosphere 2
(Earth is considered Biosphere 1).
•1991 — Eight “biospherians”
conduct a two-year experiment
inside in a sealed ecosystem.
• 1996-2003 — Managed by
Columbia University as a research
laboratory.
• 2005 — Bass’ Decisions
Investments put the campus and
surrounding land up for sale.
• 2007 — Sold for $50 million to
CDO Ranching & Development
as part of a housing and resort
development project. Managing
partner Martin Bowen had
worked for Bass. The UA began
leasing the facilities for $100 a
year with operating support from
Bass’ Philecology Foundation.

endowment to help fund future
research and outreach operations at
the Biosphere.
The two gifts are among the
largest the UA has ever received.
Bass, one of the founders and
original funders of the Biosphere 2
project, sold the property to CDO
Ranching in 2007 but remains an
active member of the Biosphere’s
advisory board.
Both Bass and Bowen said they
were impressed by the UA’s capable
management of the Biosphere and
praised science Dean Joaquin Ruiz’s
leadership. Bowen said they had
been in discussions with Ruiz’s team
for several years and thought the
timing for the gift was right.
CDO Ranching still owns the
former ranch property surrounding
the Biosphere campus and intends
to develop it in the next 10 to 15
years in ways that are compatible
with the science center and with
the beautiful surroundings, Bowen
said.
“It’s probably the most scenic,
developable property in Southern
Arizona,” said Bowen, who lives in
Fort Worth, Texas, but considers
Tucson his second home.

When the UA officially takes
ownership on Friday, the property
will become a state asset, and the
UA College of Science will manage
it as it has done for four years. The
gift agreement has no long-term
requirements and gives the UA flexibility, Bowen said.
Being the owner instead of
the lessee will allow the College
of Science to dream up long-term
experiments at the unique center
and will make those projects more
competitive for grant funding, said
Travis Huxman, Biosphere director
and professor of ecology and evolutionary biology.
It will also let the UA invest more
in key research areas, he said.
Huxman said the UA has carefully connected the Biosphere to
research strengths of faculty on
the main campus. The three major
research projects at the Biosphere
have to do with water, drought and
how viruses spread.
An emerging project would use
the entire site as a mini-city for
engineering experiments, he said.
The College of Science has hired
eight new research faculty at the
Biosphere in the past four years.

Already it has attracted $1.5 million
in new grant funding, Huxman
said. Additionally, a think tank at
the conference center hosts an
event each week, drawing scientists
from around the world who want
a unique place to hold scientific
conferences.
The Biosphere is also a major
tourist attraction, with more than
100,000 visitors this fiscal year.
That’s up from 38,000 the first year
the UA managed it.
Attendance grew as the College
of Science offered more ways for the
public to interact with scientists and
college students in discussions and
special events. The site also hosts
school tours, K-12 teacher training
and summer research projects for
college students.
The activities help the UA fulfill
its land-grant mission and make
scientists more competitive for
grants that require an outreach
component, Huxman said. And
revenue from tourism helps pay
student researchers and also offsets
the Biosphere’s energy costs.
Contact reporter Becky Pallack at
bpallack@azstarnet.com or 807-8012.
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