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The title of this year’s report, Research Matters, perfectly summarizes the mission and 
motivation of Arkansas Research Alliance (ARA). We are a research-focused organization 
intent on stimulating economic opportunities through innovation and collaboration. Now 
in our seventh year, we are celebrating the most important year to date. Throughout 
this report, we are proud to highlight a number of key accomplishments and milestones, 
including:

•	 Inducting two new ARA Scholars

•	 Launching a new ARA Fellows program 

•	 Announcing a $1.2 million contract from the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA)

•	 Welcoming three new members to the board of trustees

This year we had the pleasure of hosting a press conference at the Arkansas State Capitol as 
we announced two new internationally acclaimed ARA Scholars: Gareth Morgan, University 
of Arkansas for Medical Sciences (UAMS), and Carolina Cruz-Neira, University of Arkansas 
at Little Rock (UALR). Founded in 2010, the ARA Scholars program remains the cornerstone 
for our organization and focuses on areas of core research competencies, particularly 
those positioned to fast-track innovation and commercialization. ARA Scholars receive a 
$500,000 grant paid over three years. 

In 2015, as a companion to the ARA Scholars program, we will launch a brand new program: 
ARA Fellows. This new program was conceived and vetted in 2014 with the guidance of 
our board of trustees, along with oversight and input from academic leaders from the five 
research universities in Arkansas: University of Arkansas, Fayetteville (UA), UAMS, UALR, the 
University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff (UAPB) and Arkansas State University (ASU).

The ARA Fellows program will target distinguished university researchers currently working 
at one of the five research universities. The objective of the program is to increase the pool 
of identified research leaders who exhibit the specific criteria that ARA wants to model, 
which includes powerhouse talent with a vision to impact the state through innovative 
research with commercial applications. ARA Fellows are nominated by his or her chancellor 
and receive a $75,000 grant paid over three years. 
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In September 2014, ARA received a $1.2 million contract awarded by the FDA to continue 
and expand existing nanotechnology research projects. While the research takes place on 
individual campuses at UA, UALR, UAMS and UAPB, it is important to note that the work is 
highly interactive and synergistic. ARA was selected to spearhead and oversee the project 
based on our organization’s track record of working successfully and collaboratively with 
a variety of public and private institutions. Roger Buchanan, Ph.D., is the ARA Program 
Director and he continues to effectively guide this significant program. Pages 3-4 detail the 
importance of nanotechnology research and potential impacts on health and human safety. 

From new ARA Scholars to the recent FDA contract, the accomplishments of the year 
are shared by many, but we give special recognition to the members of the ARA board 
of trustees – each of whom are steadfast champions of research – and all of whom play 
a role in our success. Every member of the board drives our organization forward while 
opening doors for collaborative business ventures and commercialization. We were pleased 
to welcome three new board members this year: R. Andrew Clyde, President and CEO of 
Murphy USA Inc., Roger Jenkins, President and CEO of Murphy Oil Corp., and Rick Webb, 
Senior Vice President for Global Business Processes at Walmart. Their enthusiasm and 
commitment to our board are both notable and greatly appreciated. We also recognize the 
guidance and leadership of Chairman Jeff Gardner and Treasurer Bob Shoptaw who are 
highly regarded leaders and invaluable advocates for ARA. The board of trustees continues 
to be ARA’s single greatest asset. (For a complete listing, please refer to page 7.) 

As we reflect on the year, we give special recognition to one of our organization’s first  
allies and one of Arkansas’s most notable visionaries, Gov. Mike Beebe. Gov. Beebe’s vision 
for Arkansas and his commitment to economic growth have inspired and informed us. He 
has elevated our state, our thinking, and our potential for continued progress. ARA salutes 
Gov. Beebe and his legacy. For his counsel, encouragement and contributions to ARA, we 
are grateful.

Research matters. It is at the center of everything we do. It defines our work and inspires 
our vision. Research is the drumbeat for progress. Please join us as we welcome a new year 
and new opportunities with a renewed commitment to what matters most.

With gratitude, 

Jerry B. Adams 
President and CEO 
Arkansas Research Alliance

2



For two years, ARA has led a collaborative effort among researchers at four 
Arkansas universities – UA, UALR, UAMS, UAPB – along with the National 
Center for Toxicological Research (NCTR), to continue and expand a major 
research project. This vital initiative received a sizeable endorsement this 
year when the U. S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) awarded ARA a 
$1.2 million contract to continue the work. The project focuses on graphene-
based nanomaterials, in particular the safety and toxicity of graphene and its 
impact on public health. Graphene is a common carbon nanomaterial used in 
electronics and renewable energy, as well as cosmetics, and is the subject of 
significant research into uses in pharmaceuticals and medical devices.

This is the third round of funding received to date and it bolsters earlier 
contracts from FDA and the State of Arkansas totaling $1.3 million. Important 
breakthroughs of the first contract led to new contracts, including the most 
recent, which bring the overall total to $2.5 million – approximately halfway to 
the funding goal of $5 million. The new FDA contract also extends the life of 
the program by 18-24 months. 

Roger Buchanan, Ph.D., is the ARA Program Director and oversees work 
completed on the four campuses, plus work coordinated with the NCTR team in 
Jefferson, Ark. NCTR Director William Slikker, Ph.D., leads a team of more than 
600 employees, including 150 Ph.D.-level researchers. NCTR plays a crucial role 
in promoting and protecting public health and is the only FDA Center located 
outside the Washington D.C. metropolitan area.

No single institution had the tools, resources or people to dedicate to the 
overall scope of this project. A collaborative approach was needed and ARA 
was selected to spearhead the project by coordinating and combining efforts 
among all the parties. 
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Working collectively and in real time, universities are able to leverage NCTR’s 
research capability and provide additional scientific strength and expertise. 
Thirty-five university researchers – including faculty and students – are 
actively involved in the project. The new FDA contract builds on the strengths 
of institutions and will allow Arkansas-based researchers to lift Arkansas’s 
scientific reputation and create a nationally- and internationally-recognized 
research capability in the nanotechnology area.

Historical Summary and Milestones

ARA’s collaboration with NCTR began with the signing in August 2011 of the 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the State of Arkansas and 
the FDA. Gov. Mike Beebe and FDA Commissioner Margaret A. Hamburg, M.D., 
signed this historic agreement.

Three objectives were defined: 

•	 Build a graduate regulatory science curriculum at UAMS

•	 Develop a white paper focused on the toxicity of nanomaterials

•	 Explore the commercialization and tech transfer potential at NCTR

Progress was made on all fronts and by all parties. UAMS has graduated more 
than 20 students in the Regulatory Science Program; the nanomaterials white 
paper has developed into a very valuable research program; and in September 
2013, relationships established by the MOU progressed and ARA signed a new 
agreement with the FDA, the first Partnership Intermediary Agreement (PIA) in 
the history of FDA. Dr. Hamburg returned to Arkansas for the Global Summit on 
Regulatory Science held in Little Rock, and during a reception at the governor’s 
mansion, she and Jerry Adams signed the PIA between ARA and FDA.
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As the governing body for ARA, the board of trustees is comprised of chancellors from 
Arkansas research universities and business leaders from a variety of industries from 
across the state. Since 2007, the board of trustees has demonstrated its commitment to 
strengthening the economic competitiveness of Arkansas by maximizing university-based 
research and innovation in designated strategic focus areas. 

As part of its ongoing commitment, the board of trustees continues to invest in ARA 
Scholars – the cornerstone program for ARA. From participating in recruiting and vetting 
ARA Scholars, to working collaboratively with scholars and industries behind the scenes, 
members of the board are actively involved in creating new channels for collaboration and 
commercialization.

Building on the success of the ARA Scholars program, which recruits research talent to 
Arkansas, ARA will launch a new program in 2015: ARA Fellows. The ARA Fellows program 
will identify and recognize Arkansas research leaders already present on these campuses 
and who demonstrate the same vision as ARA Scholars: to impact Arkansas through 
innovative research with commercial applications. This program was conceived and 
evaluated with the board of trustees at the helm, along with oversight and input from the 
chancellors of the five research universities in Arkansas: UA, UAMS, UALR, UAPB and ASU. 

ARA evolved out of a strategic plan developed by Accelerate Arkansas in 2007 and 
received start-up funding from the state’s general improvement fund authorized through 
the Arkansas Science and Technology Authority. Since the beginning, it’s been evident that 
great leaders matter. The board of trustees has been critical to the success of ARA and 
continues to provide unparalleled leadership as ARA launches new programs, forms new 
collaborations and gains mightier momentum in 2015.

Great Leaders Matter 
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Chairman: Jeff Gardner 
President and CEO 
Windstream

Treasurer: Robert L. Shoptaw 
Retired CEO 
Arkansas Blue Cross Blue Shield

Laurence Alexander, Ph.D. 
Chancellor 
University of Arkansas, Pine Bluff

Joel Anderson, Ph.D. 
Chancellor 
University of Arkansas at Little Rock

Ritter Arnold 
President 
Ritter Agribusiness Holdings, Inc.

Hal Carper 
Executive Vice President  
Strategy and New Ventures 
Tyson Foods

R. Andrew Clyde  
President and CEO 
Murphy USA Inc.

Kristi Crum 
President, South Central Region 
Verizon Wireless

Ray C. Dillon 
President and CEO 
Deltic Timber Corporation

Ed Drilling 
President 
AT&T Arkansas 

David Gearhart, Ph.D. 
Chancellor 
University of Arkansas, Fayetteville

Sonja Hubbard 
CEO 
E-Z Mart Stores, Inc.

Tim Hudson, Ph.D. 
Chancellor 
Arkansas State University

Roger W. Jenkins 
President and CEO 
Murphy Oil Corp.

Tommy May 
Chairman and CEO 
Simmons First National

Hugh T. McDonald 
President and CEO 
Entergy

Charles Nabholz 
President and CEO 
The Nabholz Group

Dan Rahn, M.D. 
Chancellor 
University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences

John Roberts 
President and CEO 
J.B. Hunt Transport Services, Inc.

Reynie Rutledge 
President 
First Security Bank

Rick Webb 
Senior Vice President, Global Business Processes 
Walmart

BOARD OF TRUSTEES
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Ranil Wickramasinghe 
Ph.D.
2010 ARA Scholar

Professor and Ross E. Martin Chair in Emerging 
Technologies in the Ralph E. Martin Department of 
Chemical Engineering at the University of Arkansas

Peter A. Crooks  
Ph.D., D.Sc. 
2011 ARA Scholar

Chairman, Department of Pharmaceutical Sciences, 
and Simmons Chair in Cancer Research

1

Daohong Zhou 
M.D.
2010 ARA Scholar

Deputy Director of the Division of Radiation Health, 
College of Pharmacy,  
University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences
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Peter Crooks has been involved in drug discovery research for 35 years and 
currently has several drugs in various stages of clinical development. He and 
his team work in the field of anticancer drug research where they focus on new, 
effective treatments for a variety of complex cancers including leukemia, brain 
tumors, pancreatic cancer and liver cancer. 
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Daohong Zhou applies his expertise to cancer and stem cell research. He and his 
team of scientists focus on radiation- and chemotherapy-induced stem cell injury, 
as well as leukemia. They are seeing substantial and encouraging results as they 
develop new strategies to promote ex vivo expansion (growth out the body) of HSCs 
(body’s master cells) to successfully treat leukemia and lymphoma.

Ranil Wickramasinghe has established a Membrane Science, Engineering and 
Technology (MAST) Center at UA where he and his team focus on research that 
will lead to new advanced membranes and membrane-based separation processes 
for applications in the manufacture of human therapeutics, water treatment and 
production of biofuels. He also recently received funding from BARD (Binational 
Agricultural Research & Development Fund) for a new joint project with the 
Technion in Israel focusing on water treatment for agricultural uses.
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 Carolina Cruz-Neira 
Ph.D. 
2014 ARA Scholar
Director of the George W. Donaghey Emerging Analytics Center, University of Arkansas  
in Little Rock (UALR)

Dr. Carolina Cruz-Neira has created and deployed a variety of technologies that have 
become standard tools in industry, government and academia. An ACM Computer Pioneer 
and IEEE Virtual Reality Technical Achievement Award recipient, her work with advanced 
technologies provides value to a wide-range of disciplines and business. Currently, Dr. 
Cruz-Neira serves on several international technology boards and government technology 
advisory committees, receiving multi-million dollar awards from the National Science 
Foundation, the Army Research Lab, the Department of Energy, and Deere and Company. In 
1997, her accomplishments were recognized by Businessweek Magazine, which named her a 
“rising research star” in the next generation of computer science pioneers. 

In 30 words or less, describe your research:

My research focuses on virtual reality. From conceptualization to deployment, I investigate 
software architectures, tools and end-user applications to assist various disciplines in exploring 
their data in an interactive manner.

What are the real-world applications for your research?

Essentially, they’re endless. At UALR, I am addressing research in the areas of power grid analysis, 
physicians training and procedure planning, interactive retailing, social networks analysis and 
plant genetics, among a variety of other areas. All of my work is rooted in visualization software 
research, striving to find the best visual representations, the most optimized approaches to 
enable interaction with the data, as well as intuitive human-computer communication methods.

Have you and your team had a recent breakthrough or discovery?

Very recently, our team won the 2014 Sikorsky Entrepreneurial Challenge with visualization 
software methods that will have a strong impact in the future of flight simulation. We are also on 
the brink of a breakthrough in the area of health sciences, specifically in physician training.

How many people are on your research team?

My team is still being formed, but we’re currently comprised of 11 people, including faculty, 
researchers and students. We are still growing and expect to add 5-7 new team members within 
the next six months.

Have you recently received a grant?

I am excited to say I have received numerous grants in the past five years from private industry, 
as well as government organizations such as the Army Research Lab, the National Science 
Foundation, the U.S. Department of Energy and others. My team is currently developing several 
multi-million dollar proposals to the NSF, DoE, DoD and NIH.



 “I am delighted to be an ARA Scholar because it has given me 

the privilege of bringing my experience, as well as my trusted 

research team members, to UALR and the State of Arkansas. My 

vision as an ARA Scholar is to help local and regional business take 

advantage of emerging technologies, while also contributing to 

the growth, prestige and global visibility of UALR. ARA leadership 

is also another reason why I am delighted to be an ARA Scholar. 

It is an incredible resource to have by my side opening doors and 

establishing connections. Being an ARA Scholar is basically the 

dream job for any researcher.” 
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 Carolina Cruz-Neira 
Ph.D. 
2014 ARA Scholar
Director of the George W. Donaghey Emerging Analytics Center, University of Arkansas  
in Little Rock (UALR)
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 “I am honored to be an ARA Scholar and am grateful for the 

associated research funding. With ARA scholarship funds I am 

able to assist with building the state’s economic development, 

which ultimately benefits the people of Arkansas.” 



Dr. Gareth Morgan’s work in the field of molecular genetics in blood cell cancer stands at 
the forefront of molecular studies related to multiple myeloma. Prior to joining UAMS, Dr. 
Morgan was a professor of hematology and director of the Centre for Myeloma Research 
at The Royal Marsden Institute NHS Foundation Trust and the Institute of Cancer Research 
in London. His influential work includes characterizing the myeloma genome and defining 
specific subsets of the disease that have prognostic importance. 

The author of more than 450 peer-reviewed articles for leading professional journals, his 
work stands at the forefront of molecular studies related to myeloma. Additionally, Dr. 
Morgan is a director of Myeloma UK, a respected UK patient organization, as well as a 
member of the Scientific Board of the International Myeloma Foundation. 

In 30 words or less, describe your research:

My team works to identify what causes multiple myeloma, while pinpointing better ways to 
detect subtypes of cancer and choosing treatments that work best for each subtype.

What are the real-world applications for your research?

Understanding cancer biology will eventually allow us to move away from chemotherapy and to 
design a series of nontoxic treatments that have better outcomes than we have currently.

Have you and your team had a recent breakthrough or discovery?

Based on our deciphering of the genetic makeup of multiple myeloma, we have recently targeted 
a key signaling pathway (RAS) that is continuously switched on in the case of a specific genetic 
mutation. Through administration of a carefully selected drug that attacks the pathway, we 
were able, in essence, to turn off the pathway’s activation. We have seen complete response in a 
situation that would have otherwise been fatal. This is remarkable, especially since the treatment 
is nontoxic. Personalized therapies that address and conquer the evolutionary nature of myeloma 
for individual patients provide incredible results. 

How many people are on your research team?

Currently, there are approximately 30 people working on projects with me. This group is pushing 
the boundaries of cancer treatment and providing innovative options for patients.

Have you recently received a grant?

I have only been in Arkansas for three months; however I have a long history of grant funding in 
the United Kingdom. I am currently developing an application to the National Cancer Institute 
with the National Institutes of Health for a five-year $20 million grant that will enable us to 
dramatically change the face of myeloma treatment in Arkansas and around the world.
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 Gareth Morgan 
M.D., FRCP, FRCPath, Ph.D.
2014 ARA Scholar
Director of the Myeloma Institute for Research and Therapy and Deputy Director of the Winthrop 
P. Rockefeller Cancer Institute, University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences (UAMS)
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