SEVAS  Position Paper on the Kennedy Space Center (KSC) proposals for the Commercial Vertical Launch Center (CVLC).

Since the 1970’s, KSC has shown its sensitivity to the environment with the partnership with the National Park Service and the Fish and Wildlife Service.  It added more cement to the mix with the hiring of Dynamac in the 1990’s to manage the sensitive ecosystems on the property. The Space Center has even partnered in the evolution of the annual Space Coast Birding and Wildlife Festival. 

Nothing underscores the ability of space science and earth science to be in harmony more than the story my wife tells about one of her experiences while an Interpretive Ranger at Canaveral National Seashore (CANA) in 2000. She was conducting a turtle watch program one night at the Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge (MINWR) visitor center.  At the end of the formal program, one of the volunteers on the beach reported a Loggerhead turtle approaching the dunes.  She brought the crowd out to the scene and they watched the turtle build her nest, lay her eggs and camouflage the nest.  She seemed to wait a long time before returning to the ocean but she finally started out.  She no sooner reached the water’s edge than the sky lit up with the launch of a rocket from the Canaveral Air Force Station.  

Now there is a proposal that could undo all that.  Recently, KSC and its partners held scoping meetings in Titusville and New Smyrna Beach regarding potential placement of a commercial vertical launch complex (CVLC), which would be constructed and managed by a commercial company for launch vehicle testing and space launches. The proposal apparently stems from a directive from Congress for NASA to facilitate a commercial space launch capability. But the proposed locations for the CVLC were in the most environmentally sensitive parts of the space complex. Site 1 impacts major Scrub Jay habitat as well as nesting sea turtle areas.  Site 2 impacts Mosquito Lagoon, one of the most biologically diversified and sensitive areas in the world.  These meetings were attended by hundreds of concerned citizens from fishing captains, to environmentalists to citizens who have grown up here and have fond memories of times with family and friends at the MINWR and CANA.  Everyone who spoke decried the use of these habitats for a commercial venture.  Some became very bitter against KSC for even suggesting such a plan.  

The briefing stated that NASA was mandated to facilitate a commercial space capability, not KSC.  NASA has plenty of other facilities where the CVLC could be located, which are not so environmentally sensitive and which would not affect a million visitors per year from birders and sunbathers to fishermen.  So they did the economic thing by talking about jobs (400 during the construction and 200 long term), and keeping the space coast in the forefront of space activities.  But none of this compares to the impact on tourism for birding and fishing and the livelihoods of long-established fishing captains.  And it certainly does not justify the potential destruction of hundreds of acres of highly sensitive ecosystems.  To make matters worse, there is plenty of room available at Canaveral Air Force Station for this complex.  The fact that NASA does not own this Department of Defense land is moot.  They have been partners in the space program for decades.  Congress can accommodate a small change to the mandate by including the adjacent lands of the Air Force Station.

NASA points with pride to the picture of the earth from space, and from this picture we reflect on earth’s beauty and fragility.  Please don’t screw up this little piece of it.

