
Dr Richard Norris discusses the activities and achievements of the St Louis Community College 
Center for Plant and Life Sciences, and with colleague Elizabeth (Betsy) Boedeker sheds light on  
the region’s ever-changing life sciences industry and initiatives to remain at the leading edge

What is the main purpose of the St Louis 
Community College’s (STLCC) Center for 
Plant and Life Sciences?

RN: The Center was designed as an umbrella 
organisation to unite STLCC’s assets in 
relation to the plant and life sciences industry, 
in order to coordinate the institution’s efforts 
to address the needs of both established 
and start-up companies in the region. The 
Center supports the Biotechnology Program 
located on the Florissant Valley campus, 
the Horticulture Program on the Meramec 
campus and the Clinical Laboratory Technician 
Program on the Forest Park campus of STLCC.

Could you highlight the facilities and 
resources on offer at the Center?

RN: The College’s space consists of three 
labs: tissue culture, molecular biology, and 
bio-manufacturing. It is also the site of the 
College’s Contract Research Organisation 
(CRO). Moreover, the Bio-Research and 
Development Growth Park (BRDG Park) – the 
home for the College’s Center for Plant and 
Life Sciences – primarily supports post-
incubator companies within the plant and life 
sciences, providing an excellent environment 
for students within the programmes to gain 
valuable experience. Situated on the campus 
of the Donald Danforth Plant Science Center, 
the location affords access to the intellectual 
capital of top scientists, as well as to 
greenhouses, growth chambers, microscopy 
and proteomics facilities and other 
vital resources.

Are there any advantages of working 
across several different disciplines? Do 
you try to encourage a multidisciplinary 
approach?

RN: Each of the programmes related to  
the Center were selected for their 
relationship to the plant and life sciences 
industry in the St Louis region. While 
the Center provides one-to-one support 
for each programme, it encourages 
collaboration where possible to help expand 
the capabilities of students. The Center has 
even reached outside to the Engineering 
Program to include one of its students on a 
project for an industry partner. 

What are the challenges to promoting 
growth within the current harsh economic 
climate? How do you overcome these?

RN: Since 2008, the Center has attracted 
over US $3.2 million in grant funding, state 
funds and tax credits to equip the facility 
at BRDG Park. In this environment where 
budgets continue to be cut on an annual 
basis we have to regularly look for external 
funding sources to remain competitive and 
provide students and industry partners with 
cutting-edge equipment.

How would you summarise the Center’s 
biggest achievements?

RN: The biggest success, and the one that 
drives all others, was establishing the Center 
at the BRDG Park facility, away from the 
campuses. Indeed, many students have found 
full-time employment within BRDG Park post 
graduation, either due to an internship with 
a company or just as a result of companies 
being aware of the training that students are 
receiving at the BRDG Park facility.

One of our proudest achievements has been 
the impact that the CRO and our student 

interns have made on many of the companies 
growing within BRDG Park. Knowing that 
the Center, through the work of the CRO, is 
having a positive effect on growing the life 
sciences and creating new jobs within the 
region is a major success story.

Do you plan to extend your facilities in 
the future? Are any specific plans in the 
pipeline?

RN: Discussions are currently underway to 
expand the CRO activities to include the 
new Helix Center, a new biotechnology 
incubator that has opened just a mile from 
BRDG Park. The opportunity to have an 
impact on companies at the very start of 
their existence is exciting and will marry 
quite well with the activities currently 
underway at BRDG Park. Another inspiring 
prospect is that construction on the 
second building at BRDG Park may soon 
be underway. The BRDG Park facility will 
eventually include three buildings, with 
approximately 500,000 sq ft of research 
space. Each expansion initiative will create 
further opportunities to collaborate with 
companies on the campus and employment 
possibilities for students.

How is the life sciences industry changing, 
and how are you adapting to keep up? 

EB: The life science industry is constantly 
changing. There are always new 
developments or technologies and these are 
always being applied in novel applications to 
advance research. We try to stay up-to-date 
on any developments in the biotechnology 
field by reading journals and talking with 
other scientists in the area at various events. 
Additionally, seeking alternative forms of 
funding is becoming more important, as 
new developments in the field frequently 
involve new instrumentation or equipment 
which can be quite pricey.

A hub for industry and talent
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The future of science
Innovative approaches to training, recruitment and collaboration at the St Louis Community College Center for 
Plant and Life Sciences are helping to strengthen and further industry and the next generation of life scientists

DESPITE A CONSISTENT reduction in funding 
and tighter regulation within the field, the 
life sciences industry is widely regarded to 
represent one of the most promising sectors for 
financial growth within the enduring bleakness 
of the current global economic landscape. 
At the heart of its success is the emergent 
biotechnology industry, which this year saw 
worldwide market growth of over 10 per cent, 
with many analysts forecasting a considerable 
expansion of this trend over the coming years. 

While the life sciences are primarily focused 
on plant and animal biology, technological 
advances have extended the use of organic 
living systems to provide platforms on 
which to create the next generation of 
environmental, healthcare, agricultural and 
commercial innovations and products. These 
developments place the life sciences at the 
frontline of many of the world’s greatest 
challenges. Indeed, biotechnologies could hold 

the key to solving the predicted global food 
shortages, combating some of the planet’s 
most devastating diseases and halting much of 
the ecological damage that has been inflicted 
upon the environment.

A CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE

It is clear therefore – both from an economic 
prospective and to ensure that the promise 
these technologies can offer will be fully realised 
– recruiting, encouraging and supporting future 
life scientists is of fundamental importance. 
In an effort to meet these challenges, the St 
Louis Community College (STLCC) Center for 
Plant and Life Sciences (CPLS), in Missouri was 
established in 2006. 

Under the leadership of its Director, Dr 
Richard Norris, the CPLS has become one of 
four Centers of Excellence within the STLCC 
system. In 2009 it relocated from the STLCC 

Florissant Valley campus to its current home 
within the Bio-Research Development and 
Growth Park (BRDG Park), on the campus 
of the world renowned Donald Danforth 
Plant Science Center. Norris explains the 
surrounding communities were one of the 
most important factors in its creation: “The 
Center was developed as a response to the 
growing science industry within the St Louis 
region, reacting to a changing economy that 
was trying to compensate for the loss of long 
standing manufacturing jobs, primarily in the 
auto industry”.

THE NEXT GENERATION

First and foremost, the Center aims to 
provide students with the highest education 
possible. Allowing for a truly hands on learning 
experience that prepares them for the realities 
of working in the biotechnology industry, the 
site encompasses 10,500 sq ft of laboratory, 
classroom and office space, which includes 
the latest in cutting-edge technologies. 
Moreover, the Center makes great efforts to 
engage with surrounding schools, introducing 
students to the life sciences and assisting 
science teachers in providing the highest level 
of teaching. “Middle school and high school 
student Life Science Summer Camps have been 
held now for four summers,” illustrates Norris. 
“Of the students who attended the camps, 
approximately 41 per cent have enrolled at St 
Louis Community College.”

Additionally, the Center utilises the STLCC’s 
mobile unit, known as the ‘Career Coach’, 
staffed by an educational specialist who makes 
nearly 50 visits to school groups each year. The 
unit is equipped to allow over 100 students a 
day to perform practical experiments, while 
each summer the Center hosts 20 science 
teachers from the area for an intensive training 
course and even provides them with US $500 
of equipment to take back to the classroom. STUDENTS WORKING IN THE LAB
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The work underlines the ethos of the CPLS 
in reaching out to the community it serves 
and in promoting the opportunities that the 
industry can offer to the region.

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION

Fundamental to the success of the CPLS is its 
choice in relocating to the BRDG park site. The 
strategic move has placed the Center within 
a central location, able to serve the STLCC 
biotechnology, horticultural and clinical 
laboratory programmes offered on the three 
surrounding campuses. Crucially, it enables 
the Center to provide world-class facilities 
to its students at the nucleus of the St Louis 
biotechnology industry. 

Indeed, the site is populated by many of 
the region’s small Life Sciences start-up 
companies and directly adjacent to the 
world-renowned multinational agriculture 
biotechnology company Monsanto. The 
location is a key element in their support 
of students moving into the workplace, as 
Norris outlines: “It provides us with the 
opportunity to put students in an industry 
setting, where they can interact on a daily 
basis with scientists from resident companies, 
involved in real world research”. Moreover, 
both the college and the surrounding start-
up companies have actively sought and 
encouraged this collaborative atmosphere 
with many students gaining invaluable 
work and learning experience as interns. 
Furthermore, many of these internships have 
led to permanent jobs for the students within 
the companies – fulfilling one of the Center’s 
core ambitions.

INTO THE REAL WORLD

This unique positioning within the 
biotechnology community has led the Center 
to create a for-profit Contract Research 
Organisation (CRO), known as BioBench, to 
cement and enhance this vital relationship 
with the life sciences companies and to 
allow students to work alongside them on 
collaborative projects. Headed by Elizabeth 

Boedeker, a senior research scientist who 
liaises with companies, assigns student 
placements and develops protocols for the 
research, BioBench enables students to 
contribute to specific research that has real 
implications for the industry. 

Critically, interns are paid through grants 
awarded to the Center, which given the tight 
budgets facing most start-ups can provide an 
economic boost that in many instances has 
been instrumental in facilitating companies’ 
ability to hit benchmarks in their research 
and avoid often costly and damaging 
delays. Furthermore, the CRO offers the 
companies access to the Center’s state-of-
art equipment, allowing them to expand their 
research without having to find additional 
funding to cover the often prohibitive costs: 
“Companies can either enter into a legally 
binding laboratory usage agreement with 
STLCC which permits them access to our lab 
spaces or they can request access to specific 
equipment for a fee,” as Boedecker elucidates. 
“This collaboration has worked extremely well 
for our students and the companies alike.” 

BioBench has already seen a great deal of 
success for all stakeholders, with one of the 
CRO assisted companies achieving their 
target research goals and consequently being 
awarded US $7 million in funding. Moreover, 
they immediately hired the three interns 
involved in the project and this autumn will 
be employing another two. 

MAKING AN IMPACT

It is clear the STLCC CPLS is uniquely placed 
to guide its students throughout their training 
and into the workplace: “Receiving hands-
on training on a wide variety of high-tech 
equipment is what makes our students sought 
after by companies looking for a highly skilled 
workforce,” notes Norris. Moreover, through 
the dedication of the faculty and its staff, the 
CPLS is making a real and tangible impact on 
the local economy, with the hope that the 
CRO project could one day help produce the 
Monsanto of the future.

INTELLIGENCE
ST LOUIS COMMUNITY COLLEGE: A 
BIOBENCH AND TRAINING FACILITY

OBJECTIVES

The STLCC Center for Plant and Life Sciences 
BioBench project was established under a grant 
from the National Science Foundation (NSF) 
and expanded through grants from NASA.  
BioBench established, within the college, a for-
profit Contract Research Organization (CRO). 
The CRO works closely with many of the small, 
start-up companies within the Bio-Research, 
Development & Growth Park (BRDG Park) 
facility, located on the campus of the Donald 
Danforth Plant Science Center.

PARTNERS

Donald Danforth Plant Science Center • 
Wexford Scientific • St Louis Economic 
Development Council • Missouri 
Biotechnology Industry Organization • 
Science and Citizens Organized for Purpose 
and Exploration

FUNDING

Funding for the establishment and activities 
of the Center and CRO have come from St 
Louis Community College, NSF, NASA, US 
Department of Education, Wexford Scientific, 
State of Missouri and Monsanto

CONTACT
Dr Richard Norris 
Director 

Center for Plant and Life Sciences 
St Louis Community College 
Bio-Research Development and Growth Park  
Donald Danforth Plant Science Center 
1005 North Warson Road, 122A 
St Louis, Missouri 63132, USA

T +1 314 513 4951 
E rnorris@stlcc.edu

www.stlcc.edu/Campuses/Centers_of_
Excellence/Center_for_Plant_and_Life_
Sciences/Index.html

RICHARD NORRIS began his work with St 
Louis Community College as Senior Project 
Associate II – Biotechnology since shortly 
after its inception in 1999. He became the 
first Director of the Center for Plant and Life 
Sciences, when it was established as a 
district-wide Center of Excellence in 2006.  

ELIZABETH BOEDEKER joined the St 
Louis Community College college full time 
in November of 2009 to run the contract 
research laboratories at the Center for Plant 
and Life Sciences located at Bioresearch and 
Development Growth Park next door to the 
Danforth Center.

The life sciences industry is widely regarded to 

represent one of the most promising sectors for 

financial growth within the enduring bleakness of the 

current global economic landscape
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