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Dear Ms. Zee 

 

Please accept these comments on behalf of the Sierra Club regarding the draft Environmental Impact Statement issued for 

the proposed SpaceX launch site near Boca Chica Beach in South Texas’ Cameron County.  We appreciate the 

opportunity to participate in the National Environmental Policy Act process.   

 

The Sierra Club is not at this time taking a position for or against the project, and will instead withhold final judgment 

pending the release of more detailed information on the proposed project and mitigation.  We appreciate the willingness of 

representatives of Space X to engage with the Sierra Club and other stakeholders and to consider various options to 

minimize the project’s likely impacts, and we hope to continue this dialogue.  These comments are intended to identify 

some of the potential impacts that we believe must be fully explored and addressed in the final Environmental Impact 

Statement. 

 

The Sierra Club is concerned about a range of environmental impacts that construction of infrastructure and launches 

could have on fragile, local ecosystems and sensitive species.  The proposed launch site is surrounded by the 10,680 acre 

Boca Chica tract of the Lower Rio Grande Valley National Wildlife Refuge.  The LRGVNWR was envisioned as a 

wildlife corridor, linking tracts of land for use by terrestrial animals, especially the ocelot and jaguarundi, which are listed 

as endangered under the federal Endangered Species Act.  Boca Chica beach, adjacent to the launch site, is one of the few 

places where Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtles, one of the world’s most critically endangered sea turtles, come ashore to nest in 

the spring and summer.  This area also provides habitat for birds, including the piping plover and red knot, and is visited 

by millions of migrating birds and bats each fall and spring.  In addition, construction and operation of the proposed 

launch site would cause destruction of critical wetlands.   

 

Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtles:   

 

While a number of sea turtle species have nested at Boca Chica beach historically and continue to nest along this part of 

the Gulf Coast, the endangered Kemp’s Ridley is the only one that has been documented at Boca Chica in recent years.  

According to the draft EIS, "Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles nest primarily from April through July, predominantly during 

daylight hours. Nesting occurs in synchronized emergences which are thought to be triggered by high wind speeds and 

changes in barometric pressure. Over the last 5 years, there have been 38 Kemp’s Ridley nests found on Boca Chica 

Beach (10 in 2012, three in 2011, four in 2010, nine in 2009, and 12 in 2008).”
1
   

 

The launch site is approximately 500 feet from the beach.  The draft EIS notes, “Noise and vibrations from rocket 

launches could frighten nesting turtles, causing them to abandon their nesting attempt.”
2
  There is no information 

regarding the likelihood that turtles who abandon their nesting attempt would return at a later time.  The final EIS should 

explore this impact upon sea turtles in detail.  One mitigation measure described, that Space X will “avoid nighttime 

launches during sea turtle nesting season (March 15 – October 1),”
3
 would appear to be counterproductive, as Kemp’s 
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Ridleys are daytime nesters.  Its timeframe overlaps, but does not precisely correlate, with the discussion of nesting season 

quoted above.  It is also unclear to what extent Space X will be free to adjust launch times to accommodate nesting sea 

turtles or, as will be discussed later, ocelots and jaguarundi.   

 

Currently volunteers from Sea Turtle Inc. patrol the beach in an effort to relocate eggs so as to avoid predation.  On 

launch days these volunteers, like the rest of the public, would be kept away from the beach.  Sea Turtle Inc. would be 

given access for an hour before the general public is allowed back in to search for nests.  If undiscovered nests are on the 

beach during a launch the draft EIS states that the noise and vibrations that eggs currently endure during transport from 

the beach to Sea Turtle Inc. are greater than that of a rocket launch 500 feet from the beach.
4
  Elsewhere the draft EIS 

appears to contradict this, stating that, “The unweighted noise levels at the nearest house, which is 1.8 miles from the 

vertical launch area, suggest the probability of a noise induced structural vibration damage claim would be greater than 1 

in 100.”
5
  The final EIS should provide more precise data regarding the likely impact of launches on undiscovered Kemp’s 

Ridley sea turtle nests.  We also suggest that Sea Turtle Inc. be given access to the beach prior to launches, as well as 

after, to reduce the chances that eggs will be present during a launch. 

 

Ocelot and jaguarundi: 

 

The Lower Rio Grande Valley National Wildlife Refuge (LRGVNWR) was established with the intention of creating a 

wildlife corridor that would link viable habitat for endangered species, in particular the ocelot and jaguarundi.  Though the 

launch site and control pad will be on private land, the sites are previously undeveloped, surrounded by the LRGVNWR, 

and within the wildlife corridor.
6
     

 

The greatest impact to wildlife, according to the draft EIS, would be associated with the visual effect and noise during 

launches.
7
  Regarding noise, the draft EIS states, “The area exposed to levels of 119 dB or greater is included within 3.4 

miles of the vertical launch area for the Falcon 9 and within 6.4 miles of the vertical launch area for the Falcon Heavy. 

The area exposed to unweighted noise levels of 111 dB or greater is included within 9.1 miles of the vertical launch area 

for the Falcon 9 and within 17.3 miles of the vertical launch area for the Falcon Heavy.”
8
  This of course means that the 

wildlife refuge, and the species it harbors, will be impacted.  In order to lessen the chances of disturbance, “To the 

maximum extent possible, SpaceX would avoid launches at dusk and dawn during the most active time for jaguarundis 

and ocelots.”
9
  The final EIS should discuss the degree of control that Space X exercises over the time of day of a launch, 

so that a reader is given a better sense of how often launches would be timed to avoid disturbing ocelots and jaguarundi.  

Potential effects to wildlife (e.g flight response, disrupted mating, etc.) are described in general terms, without specificity 

to ocelots and jaguarundi.
10

  More precise information on potential impacts to endangered species and the ecosystem 

surrounding the launch site should be included in the final EIS. 

 

Mitigation measures to avoid vehicle collisions are described in detail: “SpaceX employees and construction personnel 

would be educated on the potential for vehicle collisions with wildlife, particularly ocelots and jaguarundis, and 

encouraged to reduce their speeds along State Highway 4 between the vertical launch and control center areas. 9) SpaceX 

would coordinate with the TxDOT regarding funding the installation of “Watch Out for Ocelots/Jaguarundis” or “Watch 

out for Wildlife” signs along State Highway 4.”
11

 

 

While vehicle collisions are one of the most well documented causes of ocelot mortality, in part because a carcass beside 

the road is more likely to be recovered than one in a more remote area, the Sierra Club is equally concerned about projects 

that fragment the wildlife corridor that the LRGVNWR was intended to create.  Habitat fragmentation, resulting from a 

host of projects from border walls to commercial development, threatens the long-term viability of the species.  The 

fencing around the launch site will not only remove that parcel of land from potential use, it will act as a barrier to wild 

cats that need to pass from one portion of the LRGVNWR to another.  The Sierra Club recommends that Space X work 

with US Fish and Wildlife to ensure that other connections are available to ocelots, jaguarundi, and other terrestrial 
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species in the area through the purchase of additional, suitable lands.  Such parcels, selected to provide valuable links in 

the wildlife corridor, could then either be donated to US Fish and Wildlife and incorporated into the Lower Rio Grande 

Valley National Wildlife Refuge or maintained in a conservation easement, in a manner similar to that which is described 

in the draft EIS as mitigation for loss of wetlands.
12

  In addition to helping to maintain the wildlife corridor this could 

have the added benefit of maintaining a buffer around the launch site, in which Space X would not need to worry about 

future adjacent development. 

 

Piping Plover: 

 

The piping plover is a small shorebird that nests and feeds along coastal beaches, and which is federally listed as an 

endangered species.  According to the draft EIS, “The proposed vertical launch and control center areas are located within 

piping plover designated critical habitat.”
13

  Densely vegetated areas are not considered to be critical habitat for the piping 

plover, and the draft EIS claims that most of the area that will be impacted by construction is densely vegetated.  

“Approximately 0.70 acre of unvegetated flats and depressional wetlands occur within the proposed project footprints for 

the vertical launch area and would be removed under the Proposed Action. In addition, 0.31 acre of unvegetated wetland 

salt flats would be indirectly impacted from the construction of buildings and roads at the vertical launch area effectively 

cutting off the tidal influence.”
14

  The draft EIS goes on to state that, “This small amount of critical habitat that would be 

impacted would not affect the recovery of the species; additionally, there is other habitat nearby that the piping plover 

could use.”
15

  The nearby habitat may not be attractive to piping plovers, however:  “Noise from launch operations would 

extend outside the vertical launch and control center areas, and would displace piping plovers using adjacent suitable 

habitat. The SEL noise levels would be as high as 148 dBA at 0.2 miles and 131 dBA at 2.0 miles.”
16

  The final EIS 

should explore in greater detail the potential disturbance that launches and associated activities may have upon piping 

plover, in particular the likelihood that nesting may be disrupted or habitat abandoned.  If habitat within a certain radius is 

abandoned due to launch activities the result is little different, from the perspective of maintaining the species, than if that 

habitat were paved over for a launch pad.  Space X should take whatever steps are possible to minimize disturbance of 

piping plover and other species, and if the nature of launches means that such disturbance and abandonment of habitat is 

inevitable then replacement habitat, at a ratio similar to that which is described in the draft EIS for mitigating the loss of 

wetlands, should be identified in consultation with US Fish and Wildlife and either transferred to the LRGVNWR (or 

nearby Laguna Atascosa National Wildlife Refuge, depending on the location) or placed into a conservation easement. 

 

Other avian species: 

 

The area is also in the middle of important migratory flyways, through which many millions of birds pass each autumn 

and spring.  Many follow the coast, while others cross the Gulf of Mexico and “fall out” en masse once they reach shore.  

Many birds that are seen rarely or not at all in the rest of the nation, some of which are listed under the Endangered 

Species Act, are found in the vicinity.  These include brown pelicans, peregrine falcons, reddish egrets, northern gannet, 

American oystercatchers, and mangrove warblers.  The red knot (a federal candidate species) has been observed in the 

immediate area.
17

  Likewise, the white-tailed hawk and white faced ibis, both state-listed threatened species, have been 

spotted in the ROI.
18

   

 

A number of migratory and resident species nest in the area.  To avoid disturbance to nests during construction, “If 

proposed construction activities occur during the recognized avian breeding season (15 February through 31 August), 

construction would occur in accordance with the MBTA to avoid impacts to nesting migratory birds within the project 

area. Specifically, a biologist would check the proposed areas of construction activities, including laydown areas, for nests 

(in shrubs and on the ground) once before the construction phase has begun. If the biologist finds an active nest, 

construction workers would not directly or indirectly disturb the nest or adjacent areas until the biologist determines the 

nest is no longer in use.”
19

  In addition to the potential for disturbance during construction, launches will occur every 
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month, including during the avian breeding season.
20

  In regards to launches, the draft EIS states that, “Bird behavioral 

responses to noise include nest abandonment, egg mortality, premature fledging, predation, depressed feeding rates, and 

habitat avoidance.”
21

  Details of mitigation measures to avoid impacts upon avian species during launches are not included 

in the draft EIS.   

 

If towers are built using an open latticed construction birds could perch or nest on the structures, only to be blown off and 

killed when a launch occurs.  Additionally, there is a great deal of literature regarding the impacts of vertical structures 

such as radio and cell towers upon birds and bats, which collide with the structures or their supporting wires.  The number 

of impacts, and resulting mortality, could be dramatic in an area such as this through which so many migratory birds pass 

each year, making the specific design of the towers of critical importance.  Space X should develop strategies and designs 

to minimize the risk to avian species posed by structures, and should describe these in detail in the final EIS. 

 

Finally, many airport terminals use radar data to track birds as they cross flight paths to avoid collisions.  The Sierra Club 

recommends that SpaceX consult a Doppler Radar system to track migratory birds and coordinate launches around them. 

 

Wetlands: 

 

According to the draft EIS, “The proposed vertical launch area is composed of approximately 56.5 acres, of which 25.4 

acres are jurisdictional wetlands and 31.1 acres are uplands.”
22

  In order to offset these impacts, “SpaceX's compensatory 

mitigation plan proposes to preserve in-kind, high-quality wetlands at a ratio of five times the amount of wetlands 

impacted by the Proposed Action. The mitigation site would either be conveyed to a State or Federal natural resource 

agency or held by a third-party in a perpetual conservation easement.”
23

  While the Sierra Club would prefer to see as little 

impact to naturally occurring wetlands as possible, we do agree that the purchase and preservation of equivalent wetlands 

is the best mitigation for unavoidable impacts. 

 

“Approximately 4.22 acres of floodplain Zone V10 would be filled in the proposed vertical launch area and approximately 

4.37 acres of Zone A8 would be filled in the western portion of the vertical launch area,” resulting in “significant 

floodplain encroachment.”
24

  The draft EIS contains some general descriptions of precautions that would be taken, such as 

the storage of hazardous materials “above flood level” and “moving hazardous waste outside of the floodplain when 

substantial storms are imminent.”
25

  These seemingly commonsense measures may be difficult to carry out.  Would 

storing hazardous materials above flood level put them at greater exposure to high winds during a hurricane?  Typically 

there is only a few days of advance warning before a hurricane makes landfall.  How much time would be required to 

remove hazardous wastes from the site, and what nearby, hurricane-proof location would they be evacuated to? The final 

EIS should contain more detailed information regarding actions that would be taken in the event of flooding, whether due 

to a hurricane or tropical storm coming ashore, or to a swollen Rio Grande, or some combination of the two. There should 

also be analysis of the changes to the floodplain and the movement of water through it that would result from the project’s 

“encroachment” and changes to land contours and drainage. 

 

Launch Activities: 

 

The draft EIS states that Boca Chica beach and adjacent areas will be closed to the public, for public safety reasons, 

during launch activities.
26

  There is not much specific information as to how the perimeter would be patrolled, both 

onshore and offshore, during such a closure.   The Sierra Club requests more detailed information be included in the final 

EIS on how beach closures will be implemented and maintained, including which entities/agencies will be responsible for 

any associated costs.  Not knowing the degree of policing (number of officers, etc.) that will be undertaking these 

activities it is difficult to evaluate their impact on the area and its habitat.  One concern is that when the road leading to 

Boca Chica beach is closed members of the public might attempt to go around the cordon to get closer to the launch site.  

This could involve foot, ATV, and off-road vehicle traffic through the Lower Rio Grande Valley National Wildlife 
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Refuge and adjacent sensitive habitat.  To limit this, we recommend the installation of vehicle barriers alongside the road, 

where the footprint is already disturbed, at the outer perimeter of the exclusion area.  These might take the form of short, 

spaced posts, sufficiently close together to prevent a truck or ATV from passing between them, but wide enough apart to 

allow for terrestrial animals to pass through. 

 

There is some discussion of the impacts that would occur in the event of a catastrophic launch failure.
27

  The final EIS 

should contain discussion and documentation of any prior experience that Space X and NASA has in handling 

environmental mishaps, including (but not limited to) launch failure.  Greater detail regarding emergency procedures and 

long term cleanup measures should be included in this.  For example, the draft EIS states that debris and spilled fuel 

would be removed from the site and disposed of.
28

  More information on this process, and the location that fuel and other 

hazardous material would be taken to, would be useful.  The Final EIS should include a list of all of the hazardous 

materials contained in the batteries, solvents, etc., that will be used on-site, as these might be released in the event of an 

accident.  The Sierra Club requests that a mitigation plan for such accidents include mandatory replacement for any 

parcels outside the launch site that are impacted to a great degree. 

 

On-going Communications, Natural Resource Staffing and Advisory Committee: 

 

According to a recent phone conversation with the USFWS Manager at Wallop NWR, there is an Advisory Committee 

made up of all stakeholders with operations at the nearby Wallop aviation site, as well as the state and federal natural 

resource agencies with jurisdiction/interests in the region that could be impacted by those operations.  The Advisory 

Committee meets quarterly to discuss on-going military and space operations, the impacts of the operations to the 

surrounding natural resources, and mitigation efforts to address those impacts.  The Sierra Club believes such 

communications and coordination will be extremely important at this proposed privately owned and operated rocket 

launch site.  The Sierra Club recommends that SpaceX host similar quarterly stakeholder coordination meetings in the 

launch site community and at their expense.  These meetings should include, at a minimum, SpaceX launch staff; staff 

from the following public agencies: USFWS, NPS, TPWD, BLM, TxDOT, TxCPA ESA staff, TxGLO; and other 

interested stakeholders such Surfriders, Inc., Sea Turtle, Inc., Sierra Club LRGV Group, and other local groups with an 

interest in being included. 

 

Finally, federal and state budget cuts have limited the ability of state and federal natural resource agencies to hire 

additional staff.  The closest USFWS office to the proposed launch site, for example, is in Corpus Christi, approximately 

165 miles away.  USFWS staff are currently discouraged from any overnight travel for budgetary reasons.  In order to 

ensure third-party oversight and coordination on the multiple endangered species and other natural resource issues 

mentioned above, it may be necessary for SpaceX to supplement the USFWS and/or other public agency budgets in order 

to ensure dedicated and properly trained staff are available to oversee and implement the numerous mitigation measures 

discussed in the Draft EIS and the additional details we hope will be included in the  Final EIS.   

 

Again, the Sierra Club appreciates the opportunity to participate in the NEPA process, and looks forward to continuing to 

provide input and insight as the final Environmental Impact Statement is prepared.  The Sierra Club should be considered 

a stakeholder in this process, and we hope that Space X will respond fully to these comments in the final Environmental 

Impact Statement.  We would also welcome the opportunity to continue our direct dialogue with representatives of Space 

X.   

 

Sincerely,  

 
Scheleen Walker, Director 

Lone Star Chapter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jim Chapman and Scott Nicol, Co-Conservation Chairs 

Lower Rio Grande Valley Group 
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