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Lawsuit Aims to Protect Texas Wildlife Habitat, Beach Access From More 
Exploding Rockets 

 
Regulators Failed to Address Dangers of SpaceX Launches at Boca Chica 

 
BROWNSVILLE, Texas— Following a massive rocket explosion in South Texas, 
national and local environmental groups and the Carrizo/Comecrudo Nation of Texas, 
Inc. sued the Federal Aviation Administration today for failing to fully analyze and 
mitigate the environmental harms resulting from the SpaceX Starship/Super Heavy 
launch program at Boca Chica.  
 
The launch site sits next to prime habitat for protected species and migratory birds, like 
the Kemp’s ridley sea turtle and the piping plover. The first rocket to be launched from 
the site as part of the program exploded on April 20, showering the surrounding area 
with particulate matter.   
 
The agency permitted SpaceX to launch 20 Starship/Super Heavy rockets each year for 
the next five years. They are the largest rockets ever made, and they are being 
launched right next to crucial habitat, putting imperiled wildlife at great risk and harming 
community interests. Despite acknowledging the harm from SpaceX construction and 
launch activities, the FAA decided to forego a full environmental review, claiming the 
damages would not be “significant” due to proposed mitigation measures.  
 
Today’s lawsuit argues that the proposed mitigation by the agency isn’t enough to 
prevent the launch program from causing significant environmental harm. The agency 
hasn’t explained how mitigation would address and prevent rocket explosions and fires 
that could wipe out neighboring habitat. The suit calls for a full environmental analysis to 
truly protect threatened and endangered species and ensure public beach access for all 
people.  
 
“It’s vital that we protect life on Earth even as we look to the stars in this modern era of 
spaceflight,” said Jared Margolis, a senior attorney at the Center for Biological Diversity. 
“Federal officials should defend vulnerable wildlife and frontline communities, not give a 
pass to corporate interests that want to use treasured coastal landscapes as a dumping 
ground for space waste.”  
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SpaceX’s Boca Chica launch site is surrounded by state parks, National Wildlife Refuge 
lands, and important habitat for imperiled wildlife, including piping plovers, northern 
aplomado falcons, Gulf Coast jaguarundi, ocelots and critically endangered sea turtles.  
 
Rocket launches and explosions cause significant harm through increased vehicle traffic 
and the intense heat, noise, and light pollution from construction and launch activities. 
Rocket explosions spread debris across surrounding habitat and have caused brush 
fires. 
 
The Boca Chica area is one of the most biologically diverse regions in North America. 
Bird species from both the Central and Mississippi flyways converge there, making it an 
essential wintering and stopover habitat for migratory birds as they move north and 
south each year. Shorebirds are showing the most dramatic population declines out of 
any group of birds. It is also one of the few places where the Kemp’s ridley sea turtle — 
the most critically endangered sea turtle in the world — comes ashore to nest on refuge 
beaches in the spring and summer. 
 
“By now, most people know that birds are in serious declines — and shorebirds like 
those that rely on Boca Chica are among the fastest-disappearing,” said Mike Parr, 
president of American Bird Conservancy. “Overall, we’ve lost nearly 3 billion birds from 
the United States and Canada since 1970. At what point do we say ‘Space exploration 
is great, but we need to save habitats here on Earth as a top priority?’ For the sake of 
future generations, let’s protect the healthy habitats we have left instead of treating 
them as wasteplaces for pollution and fuselage.” 
  
The SpaceX Starship/Super Heavy project also greatly reduces the public’s ability to 
access and enjoy the refuge and park lands adjacent to the project site. This includes 
Boca Chica State Park and Beach, a popular public beach on an 8-mile stretch of sand. 
It is one of the few undeveloped, no-cost public beaches in the area, and the closest to 
the city of Brownsville. The project would close the only public roadway connecting 
surrounding communities to the Boca Chica area for up to 800 hours annually, severely 
hindering the public and local communities from accessing the beach and important 
public trust resources. 
 
“Eight hundred hours of closure fly in the face of the Texas Open Beaches Act, the state 
constitution, and Texans’ rights to free and unrestricted access to Texas beaches," said 
Sarah Damron, senior regional manager for the Surfrider Foundation. "That’s the 
equivalent of 20, 40-hour work weeks every year that Texans and visitors will be 
deprived of access to Boca Chica Beach. What’s worse is that these closures can 
happen at almost any time with little to no notice to the public, so the beach, park lands 
and refuge lands are ostensibly closed to anyone who needs to make plans. This is an 
unacceptable loss to area residents and to the people of Texas.” 
 
These closures have a significant impact on the local community, including the 
Carrizo/Comecrudo Nation’s ability to hold traditional ceremonies and leave offerings for 
their ancestors. 



  
“The Carrizo/Comecrudo people’s sacred lands are once again being threatened by 
imperialist policies that treat our cultural heritage as less valuable than corporate 
interests,” said Juan Mancias, tribal chair of the Carrizo/Comecrudo Nation of Texas, 
Inc. “Boca Chica is central to our creation story. But we have been cut off from the land 
our ancestors lived on for thousands of years due to SpaceX, which is using our 
ancestral lands as a sacrifice zone for its rockets.”  
  
Rockets explode frequently at the Boca Chica site, with at least eight exploding over the 
past five years. The agency expects that many more explosions will occur over the next 
five years. This puts people and wildlife at great risk, as shown by a recent fire caused 
by a Super Heavy rocket explosion that burned 68 acres of the adjacent national wildlife 
refuge, and another fire that burned 150 acres in July 2019. 
 
“The administration’s failure to fully analyze the dangers of a rocket test launch and 
manufacturing facility mere steps from the Lower Rio Grande National Wildlife Refuge 
and two state parks is an astonishingly bad decision,” Mary Angela Branch, board 
member at Save RGV. “So many threatened and endangered species are counting on 
the agency to get this right.” 
 
The complaint also argues that the agency failed to fully consider the climate harms of 
fueling rockets with liquid methane — a potent greenhouse pollutant that may need to 
be vented into the atmosphere — and other community concerns. 
 
Today’s lawsuit was filed in federal district court in Washington, D.C., by the Center for 
Biological Diversity, American Bird Conservancy, Surfrider Foundation, Save RGV and 
the Carrizo/Comecrudo Nation of Texas, Inc. 
 
The Center for Biological Diversity is a national, nonprofit conservation organization with 

more than 1.7 million members and online activists dedicated to the protection of 
endangered species and wild places. 

 
 American Bird Conservancy is a nonprofit organization dedicated to conserving wild 

birds and their habitats throughout the Americas. With an emphasis on achieving results 
and working in partnership, we take on the greatest problems facing birds today, 

innovating and building on rapid advancements in science to halt extinctions, protect 
habitats, eliminate threats, and build capacity for bird conservation. Find us on 

abcbirds.org, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter (@ABCbirds). 
 

Save RGV is a Texas non-profit corporation that advocates for environmental justice 
and sustainability and the health and well-being of the Rio Grande Valley Community. 
Save RGV also promotes the conservation and protection of wildlife habitat and the 

natural areas of the Rio Grande Valley. 
 

The Surfrider Foundation is a nonprofit grassroots organization dedicated to the 
protection and enjoyment of our world’s ocean, waves and beaches for all people 
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through a powerful activist network. Founded in 1984 by a handful of visionary surfers in 
Malibu, California, the Surfrider Foundation now maintains more than a million 

supporters, activists and members, with over 200 volunteer-led chapters and student 
clubs in the U.S., and more than 800 victories protecting our coasts. Learn more at 

surfrider.org. 
 

The Carrizo/Comecrudo Nation of Texas, Inc. is a Texas nonprofit membership 

organization dedicated to serving the cultural, social, educational, spiritual, linguistic, 

economic, health, and traditional needs of its members and descendants of the 

Carrizo/Comecrudo Nation of Texas and other indigenous or Native American groups. 
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