January 11, 2020
Via Electronic Mail
Mr. Gary Ingram
Superintendent
Cumberland Island National Seashore
101 Wheeler St.
St. Marys, GA 31558
gary_ingram@nps.gov
Mr. Stan Austin
Director of South Atlantic-Gulf Region
National Park Service
100 Alabama Street SW
1924 Building, 6th Floor
Atlanta, GA 30303
Stan_Austin@nps.gov
RE:

Spaceport Camden and Cumberland Island National Seashore

Dear Messrs. Ingram and Austin:
I am writing regarding Spaceport Camden, a proposed rocket launch facility that would
be located immediately inland from Cumberland Island National Seashore. The Federal
Aviation Administration (“FAA”) is currently reviewing this project under the National
Environmental Policy Act, Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, and Section
4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act. As you may be aware, the project was modified in
January 2020 to focus on small launch vehicles instead of the medium-large vehicles considered
in the 2018 draft environmental impact statement (“DEIS”). The FAA has stated that it does not
intend to release a supplemental DEIS, will not seek additional public comment, and plans to
complete its review in March 2021.
The Southern Environmental Law Center has followed this project closely. Through
open records requests and other research, we have obtained a number of documents related to the
project that were not released by the FAA as part of the DEIS package. These documents include
Camden County’s 2019 Launch Site Operator License application (“LSOL Application”), the
January 2020 revision of the LSOL Application that focuses on small launch vehicles, and
correspondence between the FAA and Camden County.

There are significant discrepancies between these documents and the DEIS in at least
eight different areas. It is imperative that the National Park Service (“NPS”) consider all
relevant information and not limit its consultation to the information provided by the FAA as
part of the NEPA package.
For ease of reference, all documents referenced in this letter can be downloaded through
the following electronic document transfer link:
https://southernenvironment.sharefile.com/d-se81a058956494ef59e1350ab25ded010
1. The Small Rocket Failure Rate
Spaceport Camden’s decision to focus exclusively on small rockets is important because
small rockets are less reliable and fail at a significantly higher rate than the medium-large rockets
considered in the DEIS. Spaceport Camden’s Revised LSOL Application anticipates that 20% of
the launches from Spaceport Camden will fail.

Spaceport Camden Revised LSOL Application: Launch Site Location Review at Exhibit 14.
Spaceport Camden plans to conduct twelve launches per year, so a 20% failure rate
would mean 2.5 launch failures at Spaceport Camden every year. Further, this 20% failure
rate is significantly higher than the “2.5 to 6 percent” failure rate disclosed in the DEIS. DEIS at
2-34. Given that Cumberland Island National Seashore would be immediately downrange from
Spaceport Camden, this dramatic increase in launch failure rate should raise serious concerns and
the environmental effects of launch failures must be considered in much more detail.
2. The Risk of Wildfire
A key concern in the event of a launch failure is the risk that debris and fuel will trigger a
wildfire on Cumberland or Little Cumberland Islands. The risk of wildfire is completely omitted
from the DEIS, yet the FAA repeatedly raised this issue in its correspondence with Camden
County. For example, in a December 2019 letter to Camden County, the FAA states:
Fire – A launch accident may cause an uncontrollable fire on LCI or Big
Cumberland Island. Access to LCI for firefighting and egress from LCI for
evacuation are limited.
Dec. 16, 2019 Letter from K. Wong (FAA) to J. Starline (Camden County); see also Feb. 12,
2019 Letter from K. Wong (FAA) to J. Starline (Camden County) (“If a fire were to start due to
a mishap or incident, it could quickly spread and would be difficult to contain.”); and Feb 15,
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2019 Memorandum from W. Monteith to D. Elwell (“[T]here are limited firefighting capabilities
available to the residents of LCI in the event of a launch mishap, which could further impact
public safety.”).
The Revised LSOL Application includes an attachment related to wildfire management
on Little Cumberland Island. See Revised LSOL Application at Attachment 11. Although
woefully deficient in detail or actual analysis, this document was never released to the public
(including the homeowners on Little Cumberland Island) and no comparable analysis has been
conducted for managing launch-related wildfires on Cumberland Island. Further, given that
multiple rocket failures are expected to occur every year, the cumulative effect of repeated
wildfires in the same downrange locations must also be evaluated.
It is impossible to square the FAA’s concerns about the risk of “uncontrollable” wildfires
with the complete omission of this topic from the DEIS. Accordingly, both the Advisory Council
on Historic Preservation and the Georgia State Historic Preservation Division recently requested
more information from the FAA regarding the potential effects of rocket failure and wildfires on
historic properties.1 Both entities also requested that the FAA reconsider its area of potential
effects to reflect the larger potential scope of these effects. The NPS should make similar
requests to ensure that it has sufficient information to properly consult on this project.
3. The Risk to Human Health and Safety
The DEIS also fails to evaluate the risk to human health and safety of launching failureprone rockets across Cumberland Island. Despite the fact that human health is at the very core of
NEPA, the DEIS contains no safety analysis. In contrast, the Revised LSOL Application contains
modeling estimating the risk a rocket launch poses to members of the public at different
locations. Although generated to comply with the FAA’s internal safety requirements,2 this
information is equally applicable to the safety analysis required under NEPA, Section 4(f), and
Section 106. Yet this safety modeling was not included in the DEIS, was not provided to the
public, and it is unclear whether this information has been provided to the NPS and other
consulting agencies.
This safety modeling includes analysis specific to Cumberland Island. For example, the
graphic below illustrates the “expected casualty rates” at various locations on Cumberland Island
during a hypothetical launch.
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Dec. 9, 2020 Letter from J. Loichinger to D. Murray (FAA) and Dec 23, 2020 Letter from J.
Dixon (GA Historic Preservation Division) to D. Murray (FAA).
For example, under 14 C.F.R. § 420.19(a)(1), a launch cannot exceed 1× 10−4 expected
casualties.
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Revised LSOL Application: Launch Site Location Review at 28.
The NPS should not constrain its consideration of public safety to the FAA’s default
regulations. These FAA standards are designed to protect generic downrange areas - which in
most cases is the open ocean or other unpopulated areas. But internal FAA communications
describe Spaceport Camden as the “closest population overflight ever proposed for a Part 420
LSOL.”3 Further, the national seashore and wilderness area downrange from Spaceport Camden
are entitled to special legal protections that specifically contemplate public use. Finally, the
FAA’s safety modeling was performed based on a single hypothetical rocket with unrealistic
assumptions (weight, thrust, payload, etc…) intended to downplay its safety risk.4 Given the
extraordinary circumstances of this proposal, the NPS cannot rely on the FAA’s minimum safety
standards to adequately assess unique safety risks of this project. The NPS should require a more
complete safety analysis, including a safety analysis based on realistic launch vehicles.
4. The DEIS’ Use of the Term “Authorized Persons”
The DEIS’s safety analysis is further undermined by its use of a term that the FAA has
internally disavowed. The DEIS uses the term “authorized persons” at least nineteen times to
describe how members of the public present in downrange locations will be treated during launch
events. The NPS questioned the FAA’s use of this term in its comments on the DEIS. Jun. 12,
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Feb. 15, 2019 Memorandum from W. Monteith to D. Elwell.
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As detailed in SELC’s December 2020 Letter to the FAA, there is no rocket in operation with
the parameters described in Camden County’s safety modeling. The FAA’s safety modeling
evaluates the safety of a non-existent launch vehicle.
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2018 Letter from to J. Stanley (DOI) to S. Zee (FAA) at p. 3 (“The Final EIS should better define
who constitutes “authorized persons” as described throughout the document.”)
However, in internal discussions, FAA staff rejected this term as a fiction created by the
project applicant and meaningless for purposes of its safety review.
Bottom line. Authorized personnel is NOT an FAA term or definition. It is
something the proponent, Camden County, put in the dEIS to describe people who
may be able to remain in certain areas of Cumberland and Little Cumberland Island.
Apr. 2, 2018 Email from P. Underwood to H. Price. Camden County’s consultant, Andrew
Nelson, described the phrase as “a term of convenience” devoid of statutory or regulatory
meaning.5 Yet the FAA included this term in the DEIS in lieu of actual safety analysis, and the
use of this disavowed term prevented the public and agencies from properly evaluating this
project.
5. Camden County’s Proposed Access Restrictions
The DEIS also declined to evaluate access restrictions on Cumberland Island, suggesting
that “the need for, and extent and duration of closures can be ascertained when a number of
important launch variables are known.” DEIS at 4-29. The FAA claimed the same absence of
information prevents it from properly evaluating the project under Section 4(f). The NPS raised
concerns about access restrictions in its comments on the DEIS. Jun. 12, 2018 Letter from to J.
Stanley (DOI) to S. Zee (FAA)
Yet this precise information was provided to the FAA as part of the LSOL Application in
the form of a “Population Monitoring and Management Plan.” For example, the Population
Monitoring and Management Plan envisions dividing the region into different zones subject to
different access restrictions, as identified in the map below.
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M. Landers, Cumberland Island landowners object to Camden spaceport plans, Savannah
Morning News (Apr. 9, 2018).
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Revised LSOL Application: Population Monitoring and Management Plan at Ex. 1.
Further, the Population Monitoring and Management Plan describes how visitors on
Cumberland Island will be limited and tracked during their visit.
Private arrivals on the island will be monitored by [Camden County First
Responders] and NPS/CUIS rangers. These observations will be augmented by
[Camden County First Responders] and Ranger patrols prior to launch, launchday staff pre-positioned at [check points] between Plum Orchard, Yankee
Paradise Campground and the beach in the central-north section of the island, and
if necessary, fixed wing and drone aircraft operating under FAA regulations.
Revised LSOL Application: Population Monitoring and Management Plan at 6. The idea that
visitors to the national seashore and the wilderness area will be monitored by “fixed wing and
drone aircraft” during their visit is completely at odds with the purpose and management
directives for those areas.
With the benefit of this information, the FAA cannot maintain that it lacks sufficient
information to evaluate the effects of access management under NEPA or Section 4(f). In fact,
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the FAA routinely conducts Section 4(f) review at this stage of its licensing process.6 Yet
Camden County’s proposed access restrictions and monitoring plans have never been disclosed
to the public, and it is unclear whether they been provided to consulting agencies.
The NPS should also consider how the FAA evaluates Section 4(f) access restrictions for
other spaceports. In a May 2020 Environmental Assessment, the FAA concluded that proposed
access restrictions at its Vandenberg facility were not constructive use under Section 4(f). The
FAA relied on three factors to reach this conclusion: (i) the area had a history of closures for
launches from the site; (ii) a formal evacuation agreement had been in place for the properties
since 1979; and (iii) the closures would be temporary in nature.7 The FAA reasoned that use of
the 4(f) properties was not diminished because these restrictions were already in place and only
served to maintain the status quo. Spaceport Camden presents the opposite situation, requiring
new closures and evacuation agreements. Under the FAA’s own standard, the Spaceport Camden
proposal constitutes constructive use of Cumberland Island.
6. Commitment of NPS Resources to Launch Activities
Throughout the document, the Revised LSOL Application repeatedly describes using
NPS staff and resources for launch-related activities. These include use of NPS staff for the prepositioning of equipment, vehicles, and material on Cumberland Island; “ranger patrols” to
monitor the location of visitors on the island; monitoring boat traffic to track visitors not arriving
via ferry; and assisting in fire response activities on Little Cumberland Island. Revised LSOL
Application: Population Monitoring and Management Plan at 6 and Little Cumberland Island
Fire Management Plan at 11. It is unclear whether these plans to use NPS staff have been
disclosed and the DEIS does not evaluate their impacts on park operations.
7. The Number of Days Subject to Launch-Related Restrictions
The NPS must also obtain clarity regarding the number of days potentially subject to
launch-related access restrictions. Spaceport Camden plans to conduct up to twelve launches per
year, plus up to twelve wet dress rehearsals (a launch rehearsal performed with vehicle fuel
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See, e.g. Final Environmental Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact for SpaceX
Falcon Launches at Kennedy Space Center and Cape Canaveral Air Force Station July 2020
(FAA conducting Section 4(f) analysis on launch site license application); Environmental
Assessment for the Space Coast Air and Spaceport, City of Titusville, Brevard County, Florida
(April 2020) (same); and Final Environmental Assessment, Finding of No Significant Impact,
and Record of Decision for the Houston Spaceport, City of Houston, Harris County, Texas (June
2015) (same). https://www.faa.gov/space/environmental/nepa_docs/
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Environmental Assessment and Finding of NO Significant Impact for Issuing Firefly Aerospace
a Launch License for the Alpha Launch Vehicle at Spaceport Launch Complex 2 West,
Vandenberg Air Force Base, Vandenberg California, Federal Aviation Administration (May
2020) https://www.faa.gov/space/environmental/nepa_docs/media/FireFly_EA_FONSI_508.pdf
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loading) and up to twelve static fire engine tests (a wet dress rehearsal combined with the
ignition of first stage engines for a few seconds) per year. If the access restrictions would also be
imposed during these other activities, the number of access-restricted days would increase to 36.
Further, launches are frequently rescheduled for various reasons (weather, equipment
malfunctions, members of the public in restricted areas, etc.), and the decision to reschedule a
launch is often made on short notice. As a result, launches are scheduled around launch windows
rather than a specific date and time. For example, below is the U.S. Coast Guard’s “Notice to
Local Mariners” for a September 2020 launch at Pacific Spaceport Complex Alaska.8
Alaska – South Central – Kodiak / Gulf of Alaska
CORRECTED NOTICE (The dates and end times have changed): The Pacific
Spaceport Complex Alaska (PSCA) is planning to conduct a rocket launch from
launch pad LP-3B at Narrow Cape, Kodiak, Alaska from 110200-110500 UTC
which is 1800-2100 Alaska Daylight Savings Time on September 10th, 2020. If
the launch does not occur on September 10th then it will be rescheduled for the
following day during the same time window. Rescheduling could continue each
day through September 16th 2020 (September 17th for UTC). Additional
information including the locations of the hazardous areas is available in an
enclosure to this LNM.
Local Notice to Mariners Week of 36/20 (underline added). 9 Although the launch date is
September 10th, the access restrictions could continue on a day-to-day basis for an entire week.
A comparable launch window for the twelve launches planned for Spaceport Camden
would mean that 23% the year would be potentially subject to launch restrictions. Not every
launch would require the entire window, but it is impossible to know the exact extent of the
closure window until the launch is completed or cancelled. The scheduling uncertainty that will
result is particularly problematic for Cumberland Island, where the primary means of public
access is the ferry and visits are often planned months (or years) in advance. Disrupting ferry
service, bus tours, and camping reservations will have ripple effects throughout the park for
days.
To adequately evaluate the effect of these access restrictions, the NPS must be provided
with more specific – and enforceable – commitments regarding the number and timing of access
restrictions that would be imposed as a result of Spaceport Camden.
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Pacific Spaceport Complex Alaska is the launch site for the Astra rocket cited by Spaceport
Camden as a comparable launch vehicle to the rockets it seeks to launch.

9

United States Coast Guard, District 17 Local Notice to Mariners, Week 36/20 (09 September
2020). https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/USDHSCG/bulletins/29f937e
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8. Section 4(f) Effects Beyond Access Restrictions
Beyond access restrictions, the NPS’ Section 4(f) review must consider the full range of
Spaceport Camden’s effects on Cumberland Island. Under Section 4(f), constructive use occurs
when a project’s “impacts are so severe that the protected activities, features, or attributes that
qualify the property for protection under Section 4(f) are substantially impaired.” 23 C.F.R. §
774.15(a). Access restrictions are one example of constructive use specifically identified in the
regulation. Id. at § 774.15(e)(3). But the regulation also identifies other impacts that are also
presumptively deemed constructive use, including “ecological intrusion” and impairing the
property’s “esthetic features.” Id. at § 774.15(e)(2), (5). Further, Section 774.15(e)’s list of
impacts is not exhaustive and other effects that “substantially impair” the public’s use and
enjoyment of the park must also be considered. The NPS must consider whether all of Spaceport
Camden’s potential effects constitute constructive use, in particular the risk posed by rocket
failure and wildfires.
Conclusion
Thank you for consideration of these comments. If you have questions, need additional
information, or would like to discuss this matter further please do not hesitate to contact me at
(404) 521-9900 or bgist@selcga.org.
Sincerely,

Brian L. Gist

cc via email: Ms. Joyce Stanley (DOI)
joyce_stanley@ios.doi.gov
Mr. Donald Imm (FWS)
donald_imm@fws.gov
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