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Proposed Spaceport on Georgia Coast Threatens Premiere Barrier Islands
INTRODUCTION:
When residents of coastal Georgia think disaster, they think hurricanes,
but on Little Cumberland and Cumberland Islands, they’ve begun worrying
about rockets falling from the sky, and with good reason. Camden County
has proposed constructing a rocket launching facility near the mouth of
the Satilla River. The launch pad would be situated within a handful of
miles of homes on the barrier islands and the Cumberland Island National
Seashore visited by thousands each year. While other launch facilities
typically have a safety zone of 10 to 20 miles from which people are
excluded during launches to reduce risks associated with failed launches,
Spaceport Camden would be located within five miles of Little Cumberland
Island homes and campgrounds on Cumberland Island. If approved, it
would be the only facility in the country to launch rockets over such an
inhabited and heavily-visited area.

THE WATER BODY:
If built, Spaceport Camden would sit on the banks of Todd Creek, an
important tributary to the Satilla River. Cumberland and Little Cumberland
Islands are surrounded by water, and Christmas Creek, which divides the
two islands, is said to be the best fishing spot on Georgia’s coast. The
Atlantic Ocean crashes on the islands’ east-facing beaches and provides the
network for some 10,000-acres of tidal marshes and creeks lapping their
western shores. These pristine waters are the reason up to 60,000 visitors
come to the island annually, supporting some 750 tourism-related jobs in
Camden County alone and accounting for some $86.9 million in annual
economic activity. Cumberland Island is home to the largest maritime
forest on the east coast with some 19,000 acres protected, including
some 18 miles of undeveloped shoreline. In short, it is a coastal paradise
playground for its year-round and seasonal residents and for those who
visit for a day or more.

THE DIRT:
Rocket launches are not always successful. The tragedy of the Space
Shuttle Challenger in 1986 made that abundantly clear. According to
the Spaceport Camden draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS),
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2.6 to 6 percent of commercial launches fail, sometimes spreading rocket fuel and
flaming debris across a wide field. Because of that danger, large areas around
launch sites (typically 10-20 miles surrounding the flight path) are evacuated.
But, at Spaceport Camden, the margin for error is small. Residences on Little
Cumberland Island are within five miles of the launch pad, as are areas of the
Cumberland Island National Seashore used by visitors.
And, because the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and Camden County refuse to release the risk analysis
associated with the project, it remains unclear whether private property and the recreational and commercial fishing
waters surrounding them would need to be evacuated during launches.
If so, life on the islands could be disrupted regularly as Camden County’s current plan calls for 12 launches annually.
Should debris from a failed launch fall on the island even more havoc could ensue. With no fire protection on the
island, a rocket-induced fire could ravage the island’s maritime forest.
The draft EIS released by FAA earlier this year was riddled with errors, most notably failing to thoroughly evaluate
the potential impacts of failed launches.
For Camden County taxpayers, the project—with more than $5 million in local tax funds already invested—is
increasingly looking like the launch pad to nowhere.
Aerospace business experts have questioned the viability of the project, especially given the problems of launching over
residential areas and the National Seashore as well as the presence of competing launch sites in Florida and Virginia.
Ray Lupo, director of the Florida Space Institute in Orlando, which supports space research, development and
education activities at the University of Central Florida, said that it’s rare for commercial ports to succeed. “Given
that there hasn’t been a commercial spaceport that is breaking even or making money, tell me why Camden should
be different?” he asked. “ I’m struggling with what’s the business case.”
Opponents of the project point to the business case made by the already existing $86.9 million tourism and
recreation economies in Camden County that depend on the natural beauty of the area and year-round access to
Cumberland Island.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
In October, the Southern Environmental Law Center filed a lawsuit against the Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA) to force the agency to release its risk analysis to the public so that Camden residents can fully understand the
hazards that Spaceport Camden poses. The FAA should release this report, and it should ultimately deny Camden
County’s request for a Site Operator’s License. Camden County Commissioners should abort their spaceport mission
and cease investing taxpayer funds in this ill-conceived project.
Top: The fear of fire on the Cumberland Island is well founded.
The Carnegie family’s 59-room Dungeness Mansion succumbed to
fire in 1959, leaving behind these ruins which help attract some
60,000 visitors to the island annually. Top left: When rockets are
launched at the proposed Spaceport Camden, it could force the
closure of large areas of the coast, interfering with recreational
and commercial fishing around Cumberland Island.
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