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Abstract of Thesis

Launch Site Politics: Terrestrial Geographies of Outer Space in South Texas

In 2014, SpaceX broke ground on its first commercial launch site for
experimental rocket development in an unincorporated area of Cameron County, Texas,
near the sprawling trans-border metropolitan area of Brownsville and Matamoros. To
secure coastal land surrounded by protected areas, the company utilized political
connections, gifted funds through subsidiaries and foundations, and promised economic
benefits for Texas's Rio Grande Valley at large. Through this emerged Starbase, a launch
facility used to experimentally develop the world’s largest rockets with the heaviest
payloads. Starbase is built within overlapping domains of protected lands and essential
habitats for endangered species, managed by the federal and Texas state governments,
and sits less than three miles from the US-Mexico border. Built with rushed approval on
land sacred to the Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe of Texas without their consent and without
a complete environmental impact assessment by the Federal Aviation Administration,
now Starbase is functioning, and rockets are exploding. As SpaceX plans to expand the
site, even more questions emerge about the environmental impact amidst enduring local
resistance against the launch site's development. Based on qualitative research in
Cameron County, this paper sheds light on the question: How is the outer space industry
changing geographies and impacting people on Earth?

Keywords: Outer Space, Privatization, Environmental Justice, Frontiers, Rio Grande
Valley, SpaceX
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In 2015, I met a woman competing for a one-way ticket to Mars as a “colonist” on
the now-defunct Mars One program’s 2023 voyage. She explained that thousands of
people were competing for a chance to help build the first human settlement on the red
planet and that although she advanced through multiple rounds of interviews and physical
challenges, she continued to compete for the role. She reiterated Mars One’s marketing of
the mission as “the next giant leap for mankind” (Mars One quoted in Chu 2014) using
rockets made by Space Exploration Technologies Inc. (SpaceX). Her discussion
celebrated the space industry’s growing technological expertise, claimed potential
colonists’ superior mental and physical fitness, and suggested abstract benefits for all
people on Earth. As my introduction to the commercial space industry’s urgent science
fiction-inspired goal to colonize other planets and to people passionate about bringing
those plans to fruition, she left an impact that ultimately guided me to this project.

Before hearing her speak, I thought little about sending people to outer space. I
was shocked that she planned to devote years of her life on Earth to acquiring a ticket to
such an inhospitable place. I questioned the technological capacity to send humans to
Mars and the eagerness to claim such a capacity exists or is on the cusp of existence. I
questioned the program’s emphasis on humans being more deserving of opportunities via
strength of mind or body. I questioned why anyone would want to abandon Earth in favor
of other celestial bodies. I questioned whether the human space flight industry’s
development, with its explicitly exclusionary practices, could benefit all of humanity.
These questions and a commitment to envisioning and building a flourishing future on

this planet informed this thesis project, which seeks to resituate the commercial space



industry’s techno-utopian plans for a multi-planetary future through an empirical study of
the earthly impacts of one of the world’s first commercial space launch sites, “Starbase,”
SpaceX’s South Texas launch site.
1.1 SpaceX and Starbase

Elon Musk founded SpaceX in 2002 with the long-term goal of making humanity
multi-planetary by developing the technological capacity to establish a colony on Mars
(Musk 2017). Today, SpaceX leads the commercial space industry in launch frequency
and load capacity (Sheetz 2023). To secure and grow this industry advantage, SpaceX and
Musk leveraged political connections and inter-state competition to acquire land for
experimental rocket launches in an unincorporated area of Cameron County, Texas, in the
lower Rio Grande Valley. In 2014, Musk, local politicians, and then-Governor Rick Perry
held a groundbreaking ceremony for what is now SpaceX’s Starbase, an actively
expanding complex that Musk hopes to incorporate into a company town, containing a
launch pad, production facilities, and luxury amenities for SpaceX employees (University
of Texas, Brownsville 2014; Interview 1/11/24). SpaceX’s development sits off State
Highway 4 / Boca Chica Boulevard, leading to the beloved public beach Boca Chica, and
is nestled within a sensitive ecological area and overlapping domains of protected land
and wildlife refuges home to many endangered species just three miles from the Rio
Grande, near the sprawling trans-border metropolitan area of Brownsville, Texas and
Matamoros, Tamaulipas,

Initially planned as a satellite launch site due to the area’s minor latitudinal
advantage over NASA’s Kennedy Space Center, SpaceX quickly pivoted towards using

the south Texas site to experiment with heavier space development. Today, SpaceX uses



the launch pad exclusively to develop and test the largest rocket ever created: Starship
rocket and Super Heavy booster. To facilitate this development, Texas passed a law
limiting the liability of space flight entities on impacts to surrounding areas and peoples
(Texas Civ. Practice & Remedies Code Section 100A.002) and created a legal pathway
for SpaceX to close State Highway 4 / Boca Chica Boulevard, the only road leading to
the launch site and Boca Chica Beach (Texas 83(R) HB 2623). These experimental rocket
tests and launches have resulted in at least nine explosions, with environmental justice,
social justice, and Indigenous groups suing the federal government for failure to
effectively regulate SpaceX’s actions to prevent explosions and ecological destruction
(Center for Biological Diversity 2023).
1.2 Research Question

I approached this topic with one foundational question: How is the outer space
industry, NewSpace, changing geographies and impacting people on Earth? In my
approach to studying the impacts of SpaceX’s Starbase, I used my findings from this
research to produce three thematic chapters that focus on the site’s political ecology,
relationship to governance and impact on urban politics in Brownsville, and how the
company’s approach to outer space as a future frontier extends settler colonial relations in
the present.
1.3 Methodology

I utilized a qualitative approach to answer these questions, including semi-
structured interviews, landscape analysis, and media analysis. This research took form in
three stages. First, I conducted preliminary archival research from April to September

2023. During this time, I widely read academic and journalistic literature on the



commercialization of outer space, geographies of outer space, SpaceX, and the Rio
Grande Valley. I analyzed videos concerning each stage of SpaceX’s launch site’s
development, including Musk attending committee meetings of the Texas state
legislature, the 2014 groundbreaking, and experimental flight and explosion videos, with
particular attention on those created by SpaceX and the City of Brownsville, Texas.

In May 2023, I attended the annual Humans to Mars Summit at the National Academy of
Science in Washington, DC, where I heard from representatives of space companies about
slow-moving progress towards achieving human settlement on Mars and from NewSpace
investors on the urgent need for returns through space tourism. In September 2023, I
began conducting semi-structured interviews. The first two interviews I conducted were
with people working in the space industry near Washington, DC. In January 2024, |
traveled to Brownsville, Texas. I conducted fourteen semi-structured interviews with
people living within 30 miles of SpaceX’s launch site and two virtual interviews with
people who had recently moved away from the area but had experience working in the
local space industry. While in Brownsville, I was particularly interested in documenting
the perspectives of people notably left out of national journalistic accounts of SpaceX’s
development, which tend to highlight local politicians and business owners (Guevara
2021). I met with members of environmental and social justice organizations, educators,
students, artists, and space industry employees and attended a South Texas Environmental
Justice Network meeting. After just three weeks in Brownsville, I returned to
Washington, DC, where I began processing and transcribing the interviews, coding the
transcripts for themes, and writing. I remained in touch with participants in Brownsville

and attended a South Texas Environmental Justice Network press release on Zoom.



1.4 Thesis Structure

I present my findings in three thematic chapters that trace SpaceX’s
environmental impact in the region and how its actions are perceived to impact the local
environment, how SpaceX shapes governance and urban politics to work in its favor and
explores SpaceX’s actions in South Texas within the double frontier context of settler
colonialism and space colonization.

The first chapter focuses on the environmental impact of experimental space
development at SpaceX’s launch site. The chapter begins by highlighting geographical
contributions to studying the impact of outer space development. Next, I contextualize
SpaceX’s environmental impact across three distinct scales while weaving in interview
moments that show how the people I spoke with in Brownsville feel about SpaceX’s
relationship to the local environment. First, I discuss the land SpaceX owns, the
relationships people I spoke with have to that land, and their reactions to the launch site
and production facility’s immediate presence. Second, I focus on the 5-mile area
immediately surrounding the launch pad, which contains land burned by SpaceX-started
wildfires, wildlife refuges and beaches littered with rocket debris and concrete chunks,
nearby towns that experience particulate rain during explosions, and the US-Mexico
border. Third, I address the relationship between SpaceX and the lower Rio Grande
Valley more broadly through a 30-mile surrounding the launch site, which encompasses
the residences of all the people I spoke with in Brownsville and shared common
experiences of homes shaking and loud noises with varying levels of concern for
SpaceX’s impact on the wellbeing of local people, local wildlife, and the natural

environment.



The second chapter demonstrates how SpaceX’s relationship to local, state, and
national governance structures enables the company to continue an experimental rocket
program that has demonstrated harm to surrounding communities and ecosystems in
South Texas. With a particular focus on Brownsville’s urban politics and economic
challenges, I analyze the impact of SpaceX’s promises to bring economic prosperity to
the region as an “anchor tenant” (Musk quoted in University of Texas, Brownsville 2014)
for a NewSpace ecosystem of companies in need of local labor. I utilize interview data to
address how SpaceX’s mere presence did not draw space companies. Instead, the city
recruited companies that promised to grow the NewSpace ecosystem and the requisite
“pipeline of local talent,” benefitted from public funds devoted to growing Brownsville’s
space economy but failed to deliver on their promises. Next, I discuss the Musk
Foundation’s donation to the city of Brownsville and Cameron County schools, the
impact of those funds on Brownsville’s downtown real estate and revitalization efforts in
the context of some participants’ concerns about the rising cost of living, particularly
raising rents, and perception of SpaceX as an agent of gentrification. Finally, I address
the launch site as a tourist attraction, the city’s efforts to promote the tourism economy in
Brownsville in competition with the nearby South Padre Island’s tourism infrastructure.

The third chapter situates SpaceX’s reliance on NewSpace industry tropes of deep
space frontiers and future colonized planets within the legacy of South Texas as a frontier
for settler colonialism. First, I interrogate the two NewSpace tropes and their relation to
discourses about the future of Earth and humanity as reliant on new technological
solutions, in this case, space flight capacity, to solve our most pressing problems. Second,

I highlight the frontier past and present in Cameron County by recognizing SpaceX’s



actions within the context of historical forms of colonial violence. I highlight the
enduring presence and resistance of Esto’k Gna, people of the Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe
of Texas, whose sacred ancestral lands SpaceX’s development built and continues to
operate on without consent and finish with a call to amplify the Tribe’s coalitional
resistance and heed calls for solidarity to stop SpaceX’s experimental rocket program.

In a brief conclusion, I reflect on the experience of pursuing this research, my
hopes for future engagement with this topic, and some musings on my most
overwhelming conclusion: SpaceX would care about the harm they cause to people and

the planet today if their long-term goals were to improve humanity's conditions.



Chapter 2: A Launch Site Political Ecology
“Hopefully, I think maybe thousands of launches, but at the beginning, it will be at least a
dozen launches a year out of this location.”

- Elon Musk at the 2014 SpaceX Groundbreaking (The Brownsville Herald 2014,

3:35)

SpaceX’s chosen euphemism for an explosion is “Rapid Unscheduled
Disassembly (RUD).” Ongoing lawsuits allege at least ten explosions from experimental
flights at the South Texas Launch site between 2018-2023 (Center for Biological
Diversity 2023). The lack of regulatory capacity to hold SpaceX accountable for its
negative environmental impacts is an environmental justice issue, as the harms of
explosions caused by experimental space launches are most immediately felt by
historically marginalized communities in one of the most impoverished areas of the
United States. When federal regulators do report on potential negative impacts associated
with the company's actions, SpaceX launches credibility campaigns against the agencies.
For example, when the FAA released a 2023 report on the potential for space debris to
de-orbit, reenter the atmosphere, and harm people, SpaceX slammed the agency’s
analytical capacity and claimed it mischaracterized the basic features of SpaceX’s
Starlink satellites. The agency later acknowledged that it lacks the authority to effectively
mitigate risks from satellites and other debris returning to Earth from Lower Earth Orbit
(LEO) (Rainbow 2023).

While many researchers are rightly concerned about the environmental impacts of
space technologies in orbit, in this chapter, I want to draw attention to the environmental
impact of space exploration here on Earth. By expanding the environment in which we

understand the environmental impact of outer space to include Earthly impacts, we can

include the often taken-for-granted environmental effects of increasing rocket launches



and experimental technologies. These elements are often left out of conversations about
space debris and the crowding out of LEO but are becoming increasingly apparent in the
context of retreating regulatory bodies, new commercial launch sites with experimental
rocket programs, and Indigenous-led resistance against heavy space development’s
environmental impact.
2.1 Introduction

The area where SpaceX has developed its launch site with plans to expand has a
long colonial history that the company continues. To briefly summarize the area’s
colonial past, Spain first colonized the land in the mid-eighteenth century when it began a
concerted effort to settle Nuevo Santander, a Spanish colonial territory extending from
modern-day southern Texas to the Mexican state of Tamaulipas. Early Spanish maps of
the region included landscapes and depictions of Indigenous peoples, which differed
greatly from representations of American territories by British colonial powers, and
eventually the US, which dismissed the existence of Indigenous Americans by drawing
their borders on a blank canvas, superimposing lines to claim authority over territories
(Barr 2011). Spanish colonial maps are one of the earliest Western records that
acknowledge the presence of Indigenous peoples of the valley. The area was part of
Nuevo Santander until Mexico’s independence from Spain, then the area remained
Mexican territory until 1848 when the Guadalupe-Hidalgo Treaty ended the Mexican
American War and established the current boundary between the states, the Rio Grande.
The land then oscillated under the control of Texas and the Confederacy before the end of
the US Civil War. This history is essential to understanding the culture and history of the

region, which was transformed into borderlands just a short while ago. Indigenous



peoples in Texas continue to resist colonial forces operating through state and federal
agencies and the whims of corporations, such as the Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe of Texas.
Considering this settler history in relation to the Indigenous history of the land is essential
for understanding SpaceX’s environmental and colonial impacts, as it seeks to transform
protected lands into something entirely new, Starbase, settling a class of highly educated
tech workers and using colonial tactics of environmental abuse and control. To examine
the environmental impact of SpaceX’s South Texas launch site, I rely on reports and
FOIA releases from federal agencies (FAA, DOI/FWS), my observations on-site, and
interviews with activists, recreation enthusiasts, and conservationists in the area. In
chapters three and four, I situate this chapter’s findings on SpaceX’s environmental
impacts and how people in Brownsville perceive these effects within the region’s
ongoing history of dispossession, extraction, and settler colonialism to argue the
company is continuing a broader trend of injustice with a set of unique environmental
impacts caused by experimental heavy space development.

After a brief literature review, this chapter addresses three distinct but interrelated
spheres of environmental impact, defined by scale of proximity to the launch site. My
designation of multiple spheres is a useful abstraction that allows me to address the
launch site’s multiscalar impact. By utilizing the concept of scale, my analysis
demonstrates interconnections between the land where SpaceX’s launch site physically
sits, areas with the most immediate risk when rockets explode, and how people living in
the broader region of the lower Rio Grande Valley experience and perceive changes to
their immediate environment and the impacts to Boca Chica Beach and the surrounding

protected lands. The first sphere of environmental impact is the land on which SpaceX’s
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development directly sits and addresses the process of transforming coastal dunes and
wetlands into a functioning rocket launch site. Second, the land and waterways
immediately surrounding the launch and production facilities, which transcend the
Mexico-US border along an approximately six-mile radius from the launch pad, have
been littered with rocket fuel and debris, plumes of vaporized concrete, and extreme
noise pollution caused by failed launch attempts. Third, the transborder Brownsville-
Matamoros metropolitan area, the most populous area of the lower Rio Grande Valley,
where people and the entire surrounding ecosystem are physically shaken by rocket
launches. These domains of impact overlap and encompass the scope of the commercial
launch site’s current environmental impact and offer threads for speculating on the future
of the site’s effects on the environment.

Through interrogation of SpaceX’s ability to continue producing and launching
rockets within a state and federally protected ecologically rich area despite repeated,
demonstrated instances of environmental destruction, it is evident that SpaceX is
unaccountable to democratic institutions for the harms it causes. In the second chapter I
address the politics and history that shape the company’s capacity to evade
accountability, but in this chapter, I trace spheres of environmental impact to address the
environmental harms caused by SpaceX thus far. I argue that geographers working to
understand the environmental impact of increasingly frequent rocket launches should
address the impact of SpaceX’s land acquisitions and repeated explosions on a
particularly sensitive ecological area within the Rio Grande Valley. SpaceX’s
environmental impact in South Texas plots a dangerous course for the burgeoning

commercial space industry’s environmental legacy at large.
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2.2 Literature Review

Publications on the environmental impact of commercial space activities tend to
focus on the effects of space debris as a risk to future space industry sustainability
(Martinez 2018; Clormann and Klimburg-Witjes 2022), the rapidly accelerating launch of
small-scale satellites crowding out lower earth orbit (Pardini and Anselmo 2020), or other
effects such as the release of gases into the atmosphere during launches (Kokkinakis and
Drikakis 2022) or impacts to dark sky brightness (Barentine et. al 2023). These critical
developments are challenging long-held beliefs that outer space is an infinite resource by
demonstrating the fragility of off-planet ecosystems and the risks of accelerating human
impacts on environments we don’t fully understand our relationship with.

Political ecology is a critical approach to studying human-environment
relationships through multiscalar analysis of the interconnected web of political economy
and the relations that produce environmental change and shape environmental
knowledges. Paul Robbins (2011, 13) explains political ecology’s particular contextual
approach to understanding environmental change in contrast to apolitical studies of
ecology as “the difference between identifying broader systems rather than blaming
proximate and local forces; between viewing ecological systems as power-laden rather
than politically inert; and between taking an explicitly normative approach rather than
one that claims the objectivity of disinterest.” Geographers studying the human-outer
space relationship use a political ecology framework to challenge popular constructions
of outer space as an environment separate and external from Earthly environments and
resituate outer space in a dialectical relationship with Earth to interrogate the co-

production of society and nature, both in and off-Earth (Beery 2016). For example,
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Klinger (2017) examines the relationship between environmental thought and
conceptions of outer space as both empty and infinitely full to argue that constructing
outer space as infinitely vast renders human impact totally negligible and limits
discussion on the ecological and environmental impacts of human activities in outer
space at various scales. This position follows a lineage stemming from Cosgrove’s
foundational work (1994), which interrogated the ideology of environmental unity
ascribed to images of Earth photographed from outer space by interrogating the
geopolitics of their production and distribution.

Dunnett et. al (2019) traces the rich applicability of outer space development to
further geographic understandings of the environment through interrogating the
production of landscapes in outer space, theoretical engagements with the frontier logic
of space corporations, critiques of techno-utopianism, and engagement with industry
goals such as space tourism and resource extraction. Hunter and Nelson (2021) argue for
transcendence from the widely agreed-upon notion that global geopolitics shape the
modern space race and its ecological effects to resist the production of outer space as an
environment confined to a geopolitical context that prioritizes the actions and impacts of
powerful stakeholders. Klinger (2021) addresses critical, classical, feminist, and
environmental geopolitical approaches to outer space to demonstrate that the ability to
measure the environmental footprint of contemporary space development is arbitrated by
broader questions of power, control, and environmental justice, requiring Earthly
attention.

According to the Union of Concerned Scientists, there are 7,560 satellites

currently orbiting the Earth; most of those satellites are commercial operations by
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American companies to provide internet, radio, GPS, and telecommunications and collect
massive amounts of data about the Earth’s surface (Grego 2024). Another key geographic
contribution focuses on the relationship between geography as a discipline and the
satellite technologies being used for remote sensing. Alvarez Ledn (2022), for example,
argues for the need to continue interrogating who is in control of satellite technologies
and the information they produce and to prepare for #ow the technologies might be used
by emphasizing the importance of remaining devoted to examining the man-made
elements of the technologies from below the ability to observe the earth from above
develops and becomes increasingly commercialized along geopolitical faults. Bennett
(2022) encourages geographers to monitor the “digitization of frontiers” and the potential
impacts on not just the world around us but also our methods of critique by calling
attention to the relationship between the Arctic and Outer Space in the construction of
frontiers and securitization.

Outer space also has a terrestrial political ecology, and studying the effects of
space development on Earth can provide crucial insights into the values these companies
plan to take into outer space and the limits of technocentric, proprietary solutions to
problems of environmental degradation and scarcity on Earth while allowing for deep
interrogation of the ideologies motivating space companies to make humanity multi-
planetary. SpaceX often mentions its commitment to “space sustainability” in blog-like
posts on the company’s website that mirror trends of corporate greenwashing.
Greenwashing is a widely documented strategy for companies looking to foster goodwill
from the public by making misleading statements about their environmental impact to

appear as a more progressive, more ecologically conscious company (Bowen and

14



Aragon-Correa 2014). When SpaceX discusses sustainability, it dodges questions about
its fraught relationship with federal regulations or failure to commit to NASA levels of
environmental carefulness. Instead, where mentions of safety or sustainability appear, the
company is almost exclusively referring to features of its satellites, with vague lists of
design upgrades to ensure the satellites are more difficult to lose in orbit or more unlikely
to fall back to Earth. The company also suggests that its method of developing reusable
rockets demonstrates a commitment to sustainability, with no discussion of the potential
Earthly effects of increasing rocket launches or plans to limit methane emissions
intertwined with the company’s plans to dominate private sector launch capacities and
lease space on rockets to governments and NewSpace companies, creating a space
tourism industry, and, ultimately, as they state, making humanity multi-planetary (Musk
2017).
2.3 SpaceX Owned Facilities

In August of 2014, SpaceX announced its plan to construct North America’s first
commercial launch pad in South Texas on 56.5 acres of grounds near Boca Chica beach,
surrounded on all sides by public land, both federally and state-protected, and recognized
for its rare mix of tidal flats, vegetated dunes, saline prairies, and mangroves that support
crucial coastal biodiversity, serving as habitats to a variety of threatened and endangered
species of plants and animals. Today, SpaceX calls the site “Starbase,” an expansive
rocket development, construction, test, and launch campus owned by SpaceX and its
subsidiaries, carved out of the surrounding Lower Rio Grande Valley National Wildlife
Refuge, Las Palomas Wildlife Management Area - Boca Chica Unit, Brazos Island State

Park, and Boca Chica Beach, and the Laguna Madre ecological area.

15



A straight shot east down one of the busiest roads in Brownsville, through a
border patrol checkpoint, past SpaceX’s Starbase developments, ends with a dead end
onto the sands of Boca Chica Beach. Boca Chica Beach is the southernmost beach in
Texas, separated from Mexico only by the Rio Grande River, less than three miles from
Texas Highway 4 / Boca Chica Boulevard ends at the beach access point. On a beautiful
day, even during colder months, cars stream onto the sand and spread out across five
miles of what was described to me as “the last clean beach in Texas” and “the locals’
beach” (Interviews 1/5/24, 1/11/24). Boca Chica is a favorite recreation destination for
people living in Cameron County, primarily for fishing, wading, walking, and stargazing.
It differs significantly from other beaches in the valley in that it has no public amenities,
not even toilets or drinking water, which historically made it a less appealing destination
for South Texas vacationers, who typically stay at South Padre Island, which has a longer
history of tourism-led development. A recreational fisherman told me, “There were never
tourists at this beach, and now it’s a SpaceX viewing site” (Interview 1/4/24). On the
significance of Boca Chica Beach to Brownsville locals, another interviewee (1/7/24) told
me:

The thing about Boca Chica Beach, is that it was, for the longest time, the beach

to escape to, to get away. Because the bigger beach is South Padre Island, and

since that one got really popular, well, a lot of people chose Boca Chica as their
little hideaway, their little private fishing spot or what have you. Now, you can't
quite do that because everyone wants to go to see the rockets.

Ongoing lawsuits against the state of Texas and the Federal Aviation
Administration allege a variety of environmental policy violations occurring on SpaceX

property. Firstly, despite Texas’s Constitution stating that “The public, individually and

collectively, has an unrestricted right to use and a right of ingress to and egress from a

16



public beach.”, SpaceX can close Texas State Highway 4, impeding access to all and
blocking the Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe of Texas from accessing their sacred lands, as
discussed in more detail in chapter 4. Second, SpaceX is currently awaiting the Army
Corps of Engineers’ approval of its plan to dump wastewater into the South Bay,
potentially devastating the ecosystem. Environmental groups in the region are currently
suing the FAA for failing to do a complete environmental impact assessment before the
site’s construction (Center for Biological Diversity 2023). At the time, the company was
only planning to build a site for launching satellites once a month, and the agency simply
issued a waiver. The FAA’s approval did not change once SpaceX decided to pursue
heavy space development at the site as opposed to satellite launches. The area is home to
many endangered species, which the Center for Biological Diversity (2023) listed in one
lawsuit as “piping plovers, northern aplomado falcons, Gulf Coast jaguarundi, ocelots,
and critically endangered sea turtles.” For these animals, SpaceX’s development presents
an existential risk. Within and beyond this initial sphere of SpaceX’s development, there
is a need to acknowledge the importance of the land as a habitat for protected species.
SpaceX’s known impacts within this sphere so far are the extreme efforts taken to
make the launch site’s construction possible. One interviewee recounted visiting the site
after SpaceX had secured the land, but prior to large-scale construction, the company
realized the wetlands would not hold the heavy development they planned. This delayed
the company’s development as they had to create a flat, clear area by piling a huge
mound of dirt to weigh down the land. “I’m like - you’re rocket scientists, but you
couldn’t figure out this?” the interviewee said, speaking to the company’s waning grip on

perceptions of technological savvy in the valley. Since construction, there have been at
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least ten alleged explosions during failed tests and rocket launches, one of which started a
wildfire and sent concrete flying, damaging the company’s fuel tanks and the surrounding
ecosystem (FWS FOIA 2023). The company has since publicized an employee-only
beach clean-up as a way of appearing more environmentally friendly to the public (City
of Brownsville TX 2024).
2.4 Immediate Surrounding Environment

The second sphere is the land immediately surrounding the launch site at a six-
mile radius. On the US side of the border, this radius covers federally and state protected
lands, the Brazos Island Park, Texas’s South Bay, Laguna Madre, the ship channel for the
Port of Brownsville, parts of Port Isabel and South Padre Island, and extends across
Mexico’s border through the Rio Grande River and the Gulf of Mexico. The Laguna
Madre(s) is a rare hypersaline coastal lagoon, bisected by the Rio Grande and thus the
US/Mexico border into “sister” lagoons. The Laguna Madre is known worldwide for its
“enigmatic” biodiversity as a hypersaline body of water and is studied extensively as a
site vulnerable to the effects of global climatic change as rising water levels risk
devastating changes to the salinity and viability of plant and animal life, which is
exacerbated by increasing frequency and severity of storms and Hurricanes (Tweedley
et.al 2012; Tunnell and Judd 2002). This radius includes beaches, wetlands, and a
historical lighthouse, Faro Bagdad, on Mexico’s side of the border. The most easily
observable effects of SpaceX’s two failed launches fall within these boundaries,
including plumes of concrete dust, flying chunks of concrete, falling rocket debris,

chemical pollution, and fires burning acres of protected land (FWS FOIA 2023).
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The company initially negotiated deals with Cameron County to acquire a small
area of coastal land, then approached homeowners with subpar offers for their homes.
Some residents reported feeling threatened by the company’s representatives, who
offered well below property value for their homes and implied they had the legal right to
utilize eminent domain laws to acquire the property for even less, that they were offering
them the best deal they could get (Oko 2014; Masunaga 2019). SpaceX is currently
settling employees and building housing on those very streets and sometimes in those
properties, with few holdouts remaining in the neighborhood. Signs advertising land for
sale line Boca Chica Boulevard - a mix of professionally printed signs by real estate
companies and hand-painted signs by people who live or own land off the one road
leading to the beach and SpaceX, as people attempt to cash out before new residents and
higher taxes displace them. Despite almost a year of research, SpaceX’s initial land
acquisition details remain murky and muddled. Journalistic reports claim SpaceX offered
Boca Chica Village residents the value of their homes, but residents felt the offers were
low as it was not enough money to buy a similar house in other coastal areas of Texas
(Masunaga 2019). After SpaceX offered to buy the houses of people living in the Boca
Chica Village, those who denied SpaceX’s initial efforts to purchase were threatened
with the company’s ability to evoke eminent domain to acquire their homes and
properties (Keates, Maremont, and Kline 2021).

SpaceX plans to expand the site as soon as possible - proposing commercial
development for tourists along with plans for a second launch pad, which would bring
more launches to the region. In January 2024, SpaceX and the Texas Department of

Wildlife announced a proposed land swap in which SpaceX would give 477 acres of land
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in exchange for 43 acres of land that currently belongs to Boca Chica State Park. This
proposal was met with widespread resistance from the community, who managed to
postpone the commission’s vote through a successful public comment campaign, with
1,039 public comments out of 1,302 opposed to the land deal (Leinfelder 2024). In a
press conference hosted by the South Texas Environmental Justice Network on February
26, 2024, network representatives discussed the members of the voting body’s ties to the
oil and gas industry, a plan within the last few years by Cameron County to buy the land
and repurpose it as a new park, and the need to resist the loss of Boca Chica land, which
exists in an entirely different biome than the prairie land offered in exchange. On
SpaceX’s greed, Dr. Christopher Basaldu added, “SpaceX will destroy this living world
to colonize a dead one.”

In this sphere of perspective, it is clear that SpaceX’s impact crosses international
borders, and its regulatory environment is a border justice issue. As a US-based company,
and with the launch site operating in the US, SpaceX is only subjected to regulations for
operations and environmental impact by US authorities, namely the Federal Aviation
Administration, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and Texas Parks and Wildlife
Service. This presents environmental safety concerns that are amplified by the fact that
the last two launches ended with explosions and debris raining down across international
borders, scattered across protected lands.

Just across the border, Matamoros plans to develop its own interespacial
viewpoint at Bagdad Beach, a popular launch watch site in Mexico just across the Rio
Grande from Boca Chica Beach, sitting just 3 miles from the launch pad. Hundreds of

people gather at Bagdad Beach on launch days, and Tamaulipas’s government plans to
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leverage that real estate for their own tourism purposes (Macay 2023). Per US
regulations, only authorized SpaceX personnel are allowed to be that close to the site
during launches, so the site’s development for tourism raises concerns about the safety of
people watching the launch from such proximity.

In emails released after a FOIA request, scientists at the Rio Grande Valley
Department of the Fish and Wildlife Service raised alarm that the distance concrete
chunks from the April launch’s exploded pad reached further than 3 miles into US
territory cleared for the launch, with no reported injuries.

2.5 Lower Rio Grande Valley

Musk’s claim that SpaceX’s Starbase site is in the middle of nowhere mirrors a
colonial strategy to control land through the erasure of people and their relationships with
the land. In this case, SpaceX claims remoteness but sits adjacent to one of the largest
transborder urban areas, the Matamoros-Brownsville metropolitan area, which is
currently home to approximately 1.4 million people, the majority with Mexican and Latin
American heritage, divided politically by the Mexico-US Border between the states of
Tamaulipas, Mexico and Texas, US. A coalition of organizations, including South Texas
Environmental Justice Network, Another Gulf Is Possible, Nuestra Delta Magica, the
Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe of Texas, SaveRGV, and Voices Unidas RGV, amongst
others, are working to inform the public about the harms of extractive industry-led
growth in the region and countering messaging delivering false promises of long-term
jobs and economic benefits to the people of the southern RGV. These organizations view
SpaceX, Liquid Natural Gas (LNG) Projects, and the militarizing border as targets for a

growing environmental and labor movement in the Rio Grande Valley.
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The Rio Grande Valley is, of course, more expansive than this southernmost
portion of the region included in this third sphere of analysis, but for the people living
within 30 miles of the launch site, there are similar experiences because SpaceX launches
fail to adequately warn nearby residents, especially those who do not frequently use
social media, about launch times or road closures. Despite company knowledge of the
potential effects of all engines successfully firing up at launch time, no residents I spoke
with expected the November 2023 launch to shake their homes or cause them to panic.
Local news headlines advised residents, “It wasn’t an earthquake, it was SpaceX” (Yafiez
2023). As briefly mentioned in the introduction, Texas law limits SpaceX’s liability for
any damage caused to any private citizen for space-related activities, despite homes
shaking as far as 36 miles, according to my interviews, with users on social media
claiming to feel the latest rocket launch in McAllen, Texas, approximately 80 miles from
the launch pad.

Everyone I spoke with who was present in Brownsville or Matamoros during the
November 2023 launch felt their homes and the ground below them shook for 2-3
minutes. This was a unique feature of the November launch, as no one reported any
shaking during the April 2023 launch explosion, likely because the November launch was
the first time all engines successfully fired up. This will likely be a typical launch day
occurrence for people across the region, and damages to homes may occur due to the
increasing frequency of launch plans and more massive rocket loads.

While all interviewees were surprised by feeling the rockets, even those who were
aware of the launch date were startled by the timing. Publicity around the launch repeated

an 8 a.m. start time, not realizing the company’s press release noted 8 a.m. in Eastern
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time rather than 7 a.m. in local Central time. This misunderstanding was repeated to me
by four interviewees, who were disappointed that pre-launch messaging was primarily
directed at people outside of the region rather than devoted to informing the people most
proximate to the event. Other interviewees, notably the two interviewees without any
social media or regular avenue to check for SpaceX updates, were shocked by the
shaking and passionately felt that more communication and public education are needed
to avoid mass panic at launch times.

One interviewee (1/5/24) felt relief that her friend sold their home on Boca Chica
Boulevard years before the launch site became active:

I feel like here you've really got a lot of people, a lot of people around it. You

think that you're out in the open, out in nowhere, but you're not. You've got a lot

of stuff and the radius isn't very far. I have a friend who had a home off of Boca

Chica because you know you go all of Boca Chica then there's like a little there's

a neighborhood. There are a lot of homes there. But he's like, can you imagine if |

still lived there? He says ‘what I would have felt if I felt it all the way over here.’

He moved out and then was just like, ‘couldn't imagine what it could have been

like.

In an invite-only event held by SpaceX in December of 2023, under the guise of
efforts to do more community outreach, the company emphasized the safety of launch
day operations. In direct reference to Cape Canaveral, a spokesperson gushed about how
exciting people living near the Florida complex find launch days. “They don’t mind the
shaking down there,” she says (City of Brownsville TX 2023).

In half of my locally conducted interviews, participants were resistant to comment
on concerns about the launch site’s environmental impact. One participant, a regular
birder on South Padre Island and other recreational sites, acknowledged that the launch

site would result in habitat destruction but emphasized the importance of recognizing that

there are other comparable sites for species to relocate. Another participant diverted the
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question, stressing that all people in the area contribute negatively to the environment and
the difficulty of identifying a causal relationship between the launch site and
environmental degradation. Others simply stated they do not care about the
environmental consequences of the project, despite voicing concern about falling debris
and the city’s proximity to the site.

One interviewee (1/13/24) who grew up in Brownsville and works in the Space
Industry summarized a common viewpoint of understanding the significance of the land
and sharing a sense of concern about the environmental harms and limited beach access,
but ultimately unsympathetic towards resistance to the site’s development, in favor of the
potential economic impact the site could have on Brownsville:

I'm a (SpaceX) supporter, but I understand where the opposers are coming from

like it's like sacred land for them and to have these rockets explode and like

scattered debris all over their sacred land is like horrible for them. I know the
plans of the company are to become really big and to make a whole city out there,
but they might face some like clap back from locals and environmentalists and the

EPA, and I don't know we'll see, hopefully not.

2.6 Conclusion

These three spheres of analysis demonstrate SpaceX’s multiscalar environmental
impacts and my findings on how people living nearby feel and perceive these changes.
More research is needed to fully understand the cascading environmental effects of liquid
methane as rocket fuel, possible water contamination from the launch pad’s new deluge
system, and the compounding effects of rocket explosions with nearby pipelines.
According to the FAA’s Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment for the SpaceX
Starship/Super Heavy Launch Vehicle Program at the SpaceX Boca Chica Launch Site in

Cameron County, the regulatory body has no threshold for studying the climate impacts

of the experimental rocket program and instead relies on a comparison between the entire
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emissions of the U.S. and their estimate of five Starship launches over a 12-month to
determine the impact is negligible. The atmospheric effect of accelerating rocket launches
and the use of liquefied natural gas (LNG/CH4) as a fuel source directly link the launch
site’s local impact to a changing global climate. Despite SpaceX’s appeal to the basic
environmental ideal of “reusability” regarding their rockets, this development does not
just impact low earth orbit or deep space, it has environmental impacts on Earth that
require regulation and compliance. By accepting SpaceX’s narrative that they, as a
company, are offering environmental solutions for the space flight capacity, NewSpace
enthusiasts push the material extraction required to accelerate space launches and the
environmental effects of those launches out of the scope of discussion. More terrestrial
political ecologies of outer space development are necessary to document and untangle
the web of environmental impacts produced in service of outer space’s speculative capital

frontiers.
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Chapter 3: Building a New Space City and “Putting Brownsville on the Map”
It is really cool seeing how SpaceX put Brownsville on the map because before SpaceX,
like, no one knew about Brownsville. It was just a tiny border town, whatever. Now
people all over the world are like, oh, yeah, I know where Brownsville is because that's
where SpaceX is. That's where all the Starship launches happen. (Interview 1/12/24)
At the 2014 groundbreaking ceremony for SpaceX’s first owned and operated
launch site, founder, CEO, CTO, Chief Engineer, and chair of the company, Elon Musk,
announced a plan to move all commercial satellite operations from Florida to South
Texas, citing its location offering a preferable latitude for commercial geostationary
transfer orbit launches compared to Kennedy Space Center (University of Texas,
Brownsville 2014). In a speech alongside then-governor of Texas Rick Perry, United
States Congressman Filemon Vela, and other project stakeholders, Musk emphasized the
transformative effects SpaceX’s relocation will have in the region. Musk and the others
laid out visions of a burgeoning space economy in South Texas, fueled by SpaceX as an
“anchor tenant,” attracting other companies to the area to develop technologies that serve
SpaceX’s current needs and long-term plans (University of Texas, Brownsville 2014,
2:15). In a testament to the company’s devotion to developing and launching from the
site, Musk speculated on hundreds of millions of dollars in future investments into the
site’s capacities and stoked the deep space future his company was founded on, adding
that “the first person that departs for another planet could depart from this location”
(University of Texas, Brownsville 2014, 2:35). On the importance of SpaceX’s
development for shaping the future of Brownsville as a NewSpace City, Musk gave the

following statement to local newspapers, “With today's groundbreaking at Boca Chica

Beach, we will begin an investment in South Texas that will create hundreds of jobs and,
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over time, contribute hundreds of millions of dollars into the local economy.” (Musk,
quoted in Boucher 2014).
3.1 Introduction

SpaceX’s presence in the region and the associated promises of economic
development have created a mythology of the NewSpace City that conveniently contorts
the company’s interests into the city's best interests and shapes governance according to
its needs. This chapter is interested in what it entails to become a NewSpace City, and
how people living there experience a new political-economic paradigm of space-related
development. The people I interviewed interpret this discourse in diverse ways that shape
their perceptions of Brownsville and the city’s priorities. For some, SpaceX’s relationship
to Brownsville’s urban politics is awe-inspiring, with the potential to motivate young
people to pursue STEM careers and lessen poverty in the city. For others, SpaceX
presents an existential risk of the town becoming another Austin, gentrified and forever
altered by the whims of a billionaire who decided to set up shop in their hometown.

This chapter proceeds with a brief review of geographic literature on the
relationship between technology companies and urban governance, gentrification, and
tourism. Next, I situate SpaceX’s relationship with multiple scales of governance, from
the local to the national level. The remainder of the chapter follows two flows of grant
funding to examine Brownsville’s urban transformation in the wake of SpaceX: city
funds used to develop a “pipeline of talent” and “NewSpace” ecosystem and Musk
foundation grants used for downtown business development, to attract capital and appeal
to prospective new residents and tourists. The first flow of money comes from

Brownsville’s Greater Brownsville Incentives Corporation (GBIC) and goes to space-
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related companies as part of the city’s effort to build an industry hub with jobs for local
people. These scandal-embroiled flows of funds demonstrate that SpaceX’s promise to
draw other companies to the area through its presence as an anchor tenant is not
materializing. Instead, Brownsville’s government is spending public funds in an attempt
to fulfill the promises of a thriving industry hub. The second flow of money comes from
a recent donation made by the Musk Foundation to the City of Brownsville in the
aftermath of the April 20, 2023 rocket explosion and the dispersal of those funds through
the Brownsville Community Improvement Corporation (BCIC) to fund remodeling,
renovation, and business development downtown. This flow of funds demonstrates the
city’s changing priorities to make downtown Brownsville a more palatable destination for
SpaceX employees to move to a certain kind of tourist to visit.
3.2 Literature Review

An expansive body of geographic literature interrogates forms of neoliberal urban
governance that produce the city as an entrepreneurial hub in competition with other
localities for speculative urban investments rather than provision of services for local
people (Harvey 1989). This reality contrasts how local officials frame pro-industry
policies, emphasizing the importance of capital coming to town and bringing higher-
paying jobs or how becoming a more tech-friendly city could boost the quality of life for
people already living there. In the 21st century, geographers have noted new ways that
technology companies act as political projects enacting end goals of neoliberal urbanism
by changing urban governance to accomplish the company’s goals rather than abiding by
existing regulatory regimes and policies in places where they set up shop (Wells, Attoh,

and Cullen 2023). Zukin (2021) traces this history of cities turning towards a tech
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economy following internet commercialization in the 1990s and in response to the 2008
financial crisis. Because companies are unaccountable to people, unlike the local
governments that subsidize their actions, when tech companies promising to shape a new
future arrive in town, they first begin reshaping regulatory environments and public
discourse around the usefulness of government and the limits to what a city’s government
can offer its residents.

Geographers study the production of gentrification through the movement of
capital and people with wealth. Leon and Rosen (2020) use San Francisco as a case to
trace how high technology industries function ideologically within urban governance,
both as an object of desire for cities that want to attract a capital-rich industry and as a
means of rendering urban problems technological, with technological solutions. Also
discussing San Francisco, Maharawal (2022) reframes tech company-led gentrification as
“tech-colonialism” by placing the industry’s impact exacerbating wealth and racial
inequality in history with enduring relations of dispossession and settler colonialism. On
the evolution of gentrification as both a process and a concept, Wyly (2019, 15)
demonstrates how its forms “have always been intertwined with the struggle between
collective social institutions versus the violent survival-of-the-fittest doctrines of social
Darwinism and eugenicist, individualized competition.”

These trends of tech-driven gentrification and cities appealing to capital rather
than residents are present but less documented in smaller cities. Markley and Sharma
(2016) document how business owners in Knoxville, Tennessee, led the city’s efforts to
differentiate itself from other similarly sized cities by redeveloping its city center area as

a contrived creative urban atmosphere that appealed to new circles of capital, displaced
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local residents, and increased homelessness. Urban regeneration programs in smaller
cities often promote gentrification in the sense that if such programs are successful, the
result is more expensive housing and exacerbated inequality (Shaw 2008). Lees (2022)
urges geographers not to document or resist gentrification simply but to work generativity
toward presenting alternatives to counter the false choice of gentrification or
disinvestment. More work is needed to imagine and enact alternatives that challenge
technology companies’ continued ability to shape futures constrained by their business
needs.
3.3 SpaceX and Levels of Governance

The broad strokes used to paint this picture of SpaceX’s development as a
facilitator of economic transformation in an area of Texas with high levels of poverty and
inequality received widespread support from state, county, and local officials, who were
quick to offer the companies subsidies through the Texas Spaceport Trust Fund, Cameron
County Spaceport Development Corporation, and tax abatements that ensure the
development came to fruition and SpaceX continues local operations. Now, ten years and
nine explosions later, the site is devoted to experimental heavy space development, the
Starship-Super Heavy program, the world’s largest rocket of all time. With little
regulatory pushback from the Federal Aviation Administration, complete devotion from
Texas’s executive branch, and local government officials singing SpaceX’s praises,
despite ongoing lawsuits, the company is shielded from political and environmental
opposition and uniquely positioned to shape local politics. Promised economic and
technological benefits associated with SpaceX’s new developments in south Texas,

coupled with strategic political engagement, allow the company to reshape governance in
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its favor at every level. The federal government offers contracts, the state government
offers land and incentive funds, the county government offers land and tax concessions,
and nearby cities offer a workforce. This section of the chapter demonstrates SpaceX’s
ability to reshape how governance works based on speculative claims of economic
benefit by examining SpaceX’s relationship with each level of government and its
willingness to shape policy that meets the company’s needs.

In discussing the early relationship between the federal government and SpaceX,
Musk said, “We started with no government help. The government is a customer, but we
also have main commercial customers as well” (PBS 2007). In reality, the federal
government subsidizes SpaceX’s everyday operations far more than any of its customers,
who typically either rent space on satellite deployment launches (for example, SES,
Telesat, Intelsat), plan space tourism trips (for example, Space Adventures, Axiom
Space), or use Starlink (SpaceX self-reported 2.3 million customers worldwide in
December 2023), programs that all received federal support but are largely self-regulated
(Foust 2022; Wood 2023). At the national level, SpaceX receives billions of dollars
annually from Federal Contracts, primarily from agencies within the Department of
Defense and NASA, which include many classified contracts (USA Spending 2024;
Maidenberg 2024).

At the state level, SpaceX successfully lobbied Texas’s government to support
their activities prior to committing to building a launch site in the state, citing the need to
correct the US’s dependence on Russia to reach the ISS and other potential national
security applications of space technologies along with visions of a future space tourism

industry. Prior to SpaceX’s groundbreaking ceremony in 2014, the state of Texas offered
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SpaceX $2.3 million from the Texas Enterprise Fund and $13 million from the state’s
Spaceport Trust Fund, a fund established and administered by Governor Rick Perry
months prior (Texas Comptroller Manual of Accounts 2024). In 2022, the current
governor of Texas, Gregg Abbott, awarded an additional $5 million in funds to the
Cameron County Spaceport Development Corporation and inaugurated the Houston
Spaceport Development Corporation with a $5 million trust (Office of the Texas
Governor 2022). Beyond Texas's legislative and executive offices, SpaceX utilizes state
commissions and other agencies to secure access to land as it plans to expand the
spaceport. In March 2024, Texas’s Parks and Wildlife Commission approved a land swap
deal, giving away 43 acres of state park land to support SpaceX’s plans for launch site
expansion in exchange for 477 acres of land from SpaceX, land the company offered but
does not yet own, as discussed in the previous chapter (Texas Parks and Wildlife 2024).
At the county level, SpaceX is a beneficiary of millions of dollars in tax
abatements, which it secured as a 10-year deal before groundbreaking in 2014
(Associated Press 2014). To date, the company has paid $0.00 in taxes to Cameron
County and will likely pursue a similar agreement this year to continue its tax-exempt
operations. By not paying taxes to the county, the school districts and other government
agencies that provide services to the local population miss out on valuable tax revenue.
The Cameron County Sheriff’s office closes access to Boca Chica Beach by blocking off
Boca Chica Boulevard, State Route 4, whenever SpaceX needs to use the road. Cameron
County Sheriff's cars were present each time I visited the launch site, in addition to the
private security hired by SpaceX. The county also administers the Cameron County

Spaceport Development Corporation, an entity formed by former Texas Governor Rick
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Perry to serve as the beneficiary of state funds allocated by the governor for the stated
purpose of spaceport establishment and development and uses those funds to support
SpaceX as it pursues those goals. According to a Texas Public Radio report, both the City
of Brownsville and Cameron County have private NDAs with SpaceX, demonstrating a
transparent barrier to transparency as journalists and researchers requesting information
get referred to SpaceX for final decision on information released (Sheridan 2023). This
undemocratic policy shields the company, county, and city governments from criticism
by establishing a culture of silence and fear of legal repercussions for open dialogue
about the relationship between SpaceX and government offices.

At the city level, Brownsville quickly integrated the potential of a burgeoning
local space economy into the town’s public relations strategy, marketing the city as “New
Space City” and “Rocket City.” Despite the complex sitting outside city limits and the
city not receiving tax revenues, the city of Brownsville’s government welcomed SpaceX
with an optimistic spin about the growing commercial space industry bringing high-
paying jobs, increased educational opportunities, increased tourism revenue, and the
potential to become a historical site in the shaping of new possibilities for humanity’s
future. On the relationship between SpaceX and local governance at the company’s
groundbreaking ceremony, Jason Hilts, President and CEO of the Brownsville Economic
Development Council at the time, said, “The SpaceX deal significantly changed the
philosophy of Brownsville leadership, interagency collaboration and partnerships
between the public sector, private industry, and higher education in the quest of creating
economic vitality, and not waiting for it.” quoted in Boucher (2014). Despite immediate

local resistance and speculation on how the company might negatively impact the
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region’s residents and the natural environment, Brownsville’s mayors from 2014 to
present, Tony Martinez, Trey Mendez, and John Cowen, have all been vocal supporters
of SpaceX and worked to minimize public perception of local opposition. In 2014, prior
to SpaceX beginning construction, then-mayor Tony Martinez told Al-Jazeera that “we
have a lot to offer down here in Brownsville,” referring to the town’s relationship with
SpaceX, adding that “there may have been one or two nay-sayers, but I’1l tell you what,
the overwhelming majority, the 99.9 percent are all behind it” (Brownsville Economic
Development Council 2014). Trey Mendez, who was widely criticized for being a Musk
fan after buying a new Tesla and acquiring more downtown real estate while mayor, was
rocked by criticism related to his policies and media inquiries about allegations of self-
dealing; he cited mental health concerns and personal attacks both as a reason for not
seeking reelection and as a reason for not giving any interviews (Clark 2021; Mendez
2022). John Cowen became mayor in 2023 and quickly began hosting events related to
developing educational pathways to equip a local workforce to serve the growing space
industry (Clark 2023a). The next section of this chapter addresses how the promise of a
local “pipeline of talent” for the space industry has failed to materialize.

3.4 Building a “Pipeline of Talent” for a “New Space City”

Musk, on behalf of SpaceX, has repeatedly promised to hire local people and
boost the local economy. Prior to SpaceX’s public decision to establish its launch site in
Texas, Musk bragged to the Texas State House Appropriations Committee about having
no local objections in south Texas and told them that his company’s “ preferred route for
recruiting is local” (Texas Impact 2013, 2:45), even going so far to state that “we’ll have

more representation from the University of Texas than any other university at our Texas
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launch site” (2:54). Musk added assurance at the groundbreaking, “There will be other
companies that also locate here to support SpaceX, because you end up creating an
ecosystem of companies, you know, once you’ve sort of got the anchor tenant down,
other companies move in to support the anchor tenant.” (University of Texas,
Brownsville 2014, 2:15).

When SpaceX decided to build its launch site in Cameron County, Musk, along
with local and state government officials, boasted that the launch site’s development
would attract a “NewSpace Ecosystem” of companies in the area, bringing high-paying
jobs and economic prosperity to the region (University of Texas, Brownsville 2014).
These promises prompted the local government to rebrand the city as a welcoming
environment for NewSpace technology companies and their speculative goals for the
future. “The capital investment of SpaceX in our region and its commitment to our young
students solidifies the fact that Brownsville’s human capital will have the tools to work in
innovative industries, and in turn, they will help the Commercial Space Industry flourish
in South Texas.” David Betancourt, Chairman of the Greater Brownsville Incentives
Corporation (now Cameron County Treasurer) at the SpaceX groundbreaking, quoted in
Boucher (2014). In a 2020 promotional video, Deputy City Manager Helen Ramirez said,
“Our motto in Brownsville is on the border, by the sea, and beyond. As a NewSpace
frontier, Brownsville is open for NewSpace venture capital activity.” (Brownville TV
2020, 0:20). In late 2020 and early 2021, the city government began offering grants and
incentives to space industry companies to relocate to Brownsville through the Greater
Brownsville Incentives Corporation (GBIC) (City of Brownsville 2020; 2021a). GBIC

utilized the network of a local space non-profit, Expanding Frontiers, and its founder, Dr.
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Frederick Jenet, to connect with NewSpace companies that could grow to the local space
industry. The founder of Expanding Frontiers connected the city with the founder of a
venture capital firm and a NewSpace investment platform, 9Point8 Capital and Spaced
Ventures, which began a relationship that would quickly turn people optimistic about the
space industry into whistleblowers and leave city officials embroiled in scandal,
scrambling to trace public funds (Folkertsma 2023).

The flows of public money to the non-profit Expanding Frontiers and the GBIC-
backed company Spaced Ventures are this section’s primary focus, but other companies
that received GBIC funds have since failed to meet the conditions of their agreements and
left town if they ever established a physical presence in the first place. Due to a lack of
transparency in the continuation of the corporation’s agreements with NewSpace
companies, it is unclear if any GBIC-backed space companies are presently contributing
to the NewSpace economy in the area. A space-housing company, Astreia (now Astrea),
promised to build a space-themed housing development on Boca Chica Drive, but that
has not materialized. A flying car air taxi company, Paragon VTOL Aerospace,
committed to begin manufacturing in Brownsville and give the city 25 air taxis. The
company never manufactured an air taxi in Brownsville and has since gone totally silent
on social media (Davila 2023). According to the 2023 audit, Spaced Ventures played a
role in recruiting the Space Channel and Cosmic Shielding, two additional companies
that received GBIC funding but currently show no operations in Brownsville (Folkertsma
2023; Clark 2023b).

I interviewed three former employees of Expanding Frontiers and two former

employees of Spaced Ventures and found that these cases are representative of the
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current landscape of the “New Space Ecosystem.” These two cases shed light on the
city’s priorities in recruiting companies for the growing industry at the expense of the
people it claims to benefit. The case of Expanding Frontiers shows how nonprofits are
able to acquire massive amounts of federal, state, and local grant money by appealing to
buzzwords and capitalizing on funding available for educational programs aimed at
developing space technologies without oversight on the program’s ability to fulfill its
stated purpose of readying a local technical workforce for the space industry. The
nonprofit was the first space-related entity to receive city funds, $650,000, from the
Brownsville Community Improvement Corporation in 2019, and Jenet introduced the city
government to the founders of 9point8 Capital and Spaced Ventures (Folkertsma 2023).
The case of Spaced Ventures demonstrates the government’s eagerness to give away
public funds to companies in the space industry that promise to contribute to the growing
local industry, with no mechanisms in place to ensure the companies receiving grants
would follow through on those promises (Folkertsma 2023).

Expanding Frontiers is a non-profit organization founded and headquartered in
Brownsville that includes developing a pipeline of local talent to work in the space
industry as central to its mission. Expanding Frontiers facilitates a space entrepreneurship
summer academy and a space settlement design competition for local high school
students, encourages people to start businesses by reappropriating freely available NASA
technologies for new Earthly purposes, and claims to be working to create a pipeline of
local talent to work in technical roles locally within the Space industry. According to
Expanding Frontiers’s founder. UT-RGV Physics Professor Dr. Frederick Jenet,

The mission of Expanding Frontiers is to help foster the commercial space
ecosystem, and really what we’re trying to do is we’re trying to foster the creation
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of new companies and put in the minds of entrepreneurs around the world that

Brownsville is a place where they can put their companies and make their dreams

of space exploration come true” (Brownsville TV 2021, 1:38).

Dr. Jenet used Expanding Frontiers to advocate for the now defunct “Stargate”
program, which sought to connect physics students at the university with SpaceX through
shared workspace at a university-owned building adjacent to the Boca Chica launch site.
Critics from within the physics department saw the program as part of a broader personal
project for the founding professor, which had little benefit for the physics department, as
they could only access equipment at times when SpaceX did not need it. According to my
informants working in the Physics department at the time, when SpaceX asked to lease
the entire building less than a year later, the university obliged and revoked all student
access.

Expanding Frontiers’s former employees lamented that the organization’s
objectives to expand access to STEM education and create a pipeline for local talent to
enter the space industry are largely symbolic despite bringing in significant funds through
grants from federal agencies and local governments. Two former employees, both young
women at their respective times of employment, independently mentioned feeling that the
organization took advantage of their age and levels of experience as recent university
graduates by asking them to manage more tasks than in their job description and
underpaying them. “They would use the excuse that they’re a nonprofit and have limited
resources, but I got them the grant money, so I knew how much money they had,” said
one employee. “It wasn't until I got them one of these grants that I basically started seeing
how much money they were supposed to allocate to me as my salary. And then to be like,

I don't have health insurance, I don't have the salary that you are promising me, what's up
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with this?” In their eyes, Expanding Frontiers “was operating more like a for-profit
enterprise than a non-profit devoted to its mission” (Interview 1/12/24).

Mayor Trey Mendez held a press conference in November 2021 to announce the
city’s addition of entrepreneur J. Brant Arsenau’s own ecosystem of space companies,
stemming from his venture capital firm, 9Point8 Capital, and the potential for
Brownsville to become “The New Silicon Valley of Space” (City of Brownsville 2021a).
Mayor Mendez said,

The one key component that’s really been missing when we talk about assets and
when we talk about what the city of Brownsville has to offer, the missing piece
has been capital. Today, we’re going to hear why this is so important for us. We
have a company that’s going to be relocating to Brownsville that actually fills the
capital component of the space industry and the startup industry in particular.
(City of Brownsville 2021b, 2:23).

Spaced Ventures, another of Arsenau’s companies, is a public investment
platform aiming to help space start-ups match with investors and assist people looking to
invest as little as $100 in space start-up companies. The company was based in Florida at
the time Brownsville funded their grant proposal. I interviewed two former employees of
Spaced Ventures who also served as whistleblowers against the company’s owners for
their dishonesty with the city of Brownsville as it failed to meet stipulations of funding
arrangements stemming from city funds granted to another of the Spaced Ventures
owner’s enterprises. According to the interviewees, the company received more than half
a million dollars from the Greater Brownsville Investment Corporation with stipulations
that they must maintain a physical presence in Brownsville and hire at least four local
people. Despite this, the company’s executives remained out of state and voiced that they

had no intention of following through on the stipulations of their grant and would not
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establish a Brownsville office but sent the local employees on multiple trips with a city
employee to tour potential office spaces. The local employees quickly began questioning
the intentions of the business owners, whom one former employee overheard bragging
and encouraging other space companies to take the city’s “free money” (Interview
1/12/24)

The former employees of both enterprises agreed that the efforts to establish a
“pipeline of talent,” as the city would like, has proven difficult given the personal
interests of players in the space industry who are primarily concerned with personal
enrichment through developing their own brands rather than equipping students to work
in technical engineering roles. Additionally, with SpaceX showing no interest in
developing a local workforce for anything other than welding, the company is not holding
up Musk’s promise to serve as an “anchor” for this new space ecosystem. One
interviewee reflected on her disappointment with the self-serving actions of space
entrepreneurs and local officials, “I believe that the community can grow economically
and be very great, but they need the right players who are not gatekeeping the wealth that
can come from these kinds of opportunities” (Interview 1/12/24)

The cases of Expanding Frontiers and Spaced Ventures demonstrate that despite
significant public investment, the promises to develop a talent pipeline and to create a
local space industry hub with high-paying job opportunities have failed to materialize
thus far. These failed promises are fundamental to address given pervasive economic
inequality and poverty, a structural issue in the area, which endures as the local, state, and
federal governments undemocratically prioritize funding for entrepreneurs and

corporations over the public services locals need to flourish. The next section of this
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chapter addresses the relationship between the Musk Foundation’s donation to the City of
Brownsville, the city’s dispersal of those funds to redevelop downtown, and local
experiences with and fears of future gentrification as Musk and SpaceX encourage people
to move to the area.

3.5 SpaceX and Real Estate in Brownsville

X Elon Musk & x m

Please consider moving to Starbase or greater Brownsville/South Padre
area in Texas & encourage friends to do so!

SpaceX’s hiring needs for engineers, technicians, builders & essential
support personnel of all kinds are growing rapidly.

Figure 1: Twveet (now X post) by Elon Musk, March 30, 2021. Screen Captured February 1, 2024.

At the global level, SpaceX boasts an industry advantage in its satellite launch
capacity as its development of multiple reusable rockets significantly lowers launch costs
for customers, including the US government (Weinzierl, Lucas, Sarang 2021). SpaceX’s
activities near Brownsville are experimental, with the potential to change the space
industry in dramatic ways, which motivates the company’s relocation of employees to the
Brownsville metropolitan area. In the minds of many people I spoke with in Brownsville,
SpaceX, the company, is often conflated with Elon Musk, the person. So, while some
people I interviewed were skeptical about identifying any kind of relationship between

SpaceX and Brownsville directly, the actions of Musk, through the Musk Foundation, his
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ramblings about local issues on Twitter (now X), and his ability to move people into the

area were often cited as an example of the company’s relationship to Brownsville.

pw. e .

Figure 2: Downtown Brownsville’s Musk Mural. Photo by Visit Brownsville.

Musk and SpaceX’s relationships with Brownsville’s politicians raise local
concern about the city’s funds being used to pander to the interests of Elon Musk and
SpaceX rather than meet the needs of Brownsville’s people. Local people have concerns
about the launch site development’s impact on Brownsville and Cameron County’s
residents, the cost of living, nearby protected ecosystems, and the rights of Indigenous
peoples. Their resistance is organized, litigious, and popular despite Musk’s early
defensive claims that such opposition does not exist. In official materials published on
SpaceX’s website, the company refers to the launch site and production complex simply
as Starbase. The site’s address falls under the zip code 78520, a number that activist

groups evoke in claims that the site falls under the domain of the City of Brownsville and
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must be held accountable to the people, land, and non-human beings that the launch site’s
actions disrupt and destroy (Rio Grande Valley Organizations 2024). In contrast to the
activists’ claims, the site sits just beyond the city limits of Brownsville, in an
unincorporated part of Cameron County, which, despite city officials working closely
with SpaceX, limits the capacity of Brownsville’s residents to hold the company
accountable through local politics. SpaceX’s unincorporated address also opens up the
possibility of eventually incorporating Starbase as a company town, a goal Musk himself
has mentioned and which would allow the company to use eminent domain as it pleases.
By rebranding Brownsville as a “NewSpace City,” the local government provides
SpaceX the opportunity to contribute to a new imagination for the town’s future and
enact those visions onto Brownsville. Since its development in Cameron County, SpaceX
has benefitted from using predatory real estate practices that make everyday life more
expensive and difficult for people living nearby, both to acquire land for the launch site
operations and to make Brownsville more appealing to its employees. Musk, through
donations to the city, is shaping Brownsville to become more similar to places where its
employees are used to living, more like Musk’s companies' other hubs near Los Angeles,
Seattle, Orlando, and Austin. In Brownsville, these real estate changes include building
new luxury homes in space-themed sub-developments on Boca Chica Boulevard leading
to the beach and launch site, investing in downtown real estate development of more bars
and restaurants that boost a nightlife scene, and creating murals depicting the town’s
relationship to the space industry, while costs of living rise locally (Henry 2022; Davila

2022; Davila 2023).
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X Elon Musk & x @

Am donating $20M to Cameron County schools & $10M to City of

Brownsville for downtown revitalization. Details to follow next week.

Figure 3: Tweet (now X post) by Elon Musk, March 30, 2021. Screen Captured February 1, 2024.

Elon Musk does not participate in philanthropy as he publicly acknowledges that his
private business endeavors could benefit the world and the environment more than
charity work ever could (Dang 2023). Nonetheless, Musk and his brother established a
charitable foundation in 2002, the Musk Foundation, which has since failed to meet
minimum donation requirements under tax laws, as reported in a recent investigative
report from the New York Times. The Times’s journalists found that half of the funds the
Musk Foundation has donated were given to recipients with ties to Musk’s personal and
business interests (Fahrenthold and Mac 2024). In the hours following SpaceX’s March
30, 2021, Starship test and subsequent explosion in Boca Chica, Musk announced in a
tweet that his foundation would send $10 million to Brownville and $20 million to
support school systems in the county. Prior to this donation, the Musk Foundation had
given $2.5 million to expand welding programs in the Brownsville Independent School
district and $200,000 to a local food bank (Fahrenthold and Mac 2024).

Many people I interviewed in Brownsville referenced this donation as an example
of the company’s role in changes in downtown Brownsville, where grant projects created

from the $10 million donated to the city were concentrated. I spoke with three people
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working in downtown Brownsville who discussed the changes they observed from the
grants allocated by the city using Musk’s donated funds and their shared belief that it is
unlikely Musk will donate again (Interviews 1/4/24; Interview 1/5/24).

“Musk was trying to upscale things a little bit. We were already starting to
redevelop the downtown area, but this (the Musk Foundation’s donation) has accelerated
it,” a guest services employee at a local history museum in downtown Brownsville told
me as we discussed downtown beautification projects that were done without considering
the daily business operations downtown (Interview 1/4/24). According to this
interviewee, the Musk Foundation’s money was used to replace downtown streetlights
with new, more aesthetically pleasing lamps. These lamps, though, were below clearance
for the trucks that utilized street parking on Washington Street to make deliveries to the
local businesses and quickly began being hit by these and other trucks. The city then had
to replace them with the old streetlamps and begin again. When asked about whether
more tourists visit the museum system, he told me, “I don't think I've really seen that
much of a difference. We've kind of come back maybe to before COVID levels. Even
that, it's not really that great.” He shared that the museum buildings themselves have
structural issues that the city will not pay to fix and that grant money from the Musk
Foundation would be helpful to ensure the longevity of the museum system in town, but
he does not believe the foundation is interested.

An owner of a new business operating in a historic building renovated using funds
from the Musk Foundation’s grant described the relationship between SpaceX and
Brownsville as a “double-edged sword” (Interview 1/3/24). The owner explained that as a

birder and frequent visitor to Boca Chica Beach, he feels complicated by seeing the truth
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behind the arguments from environmentalists that the launch site will change the
ecosystem and negatively impact wildlife viewing, but the grant made it possible to
establish his shop, which he sees as bringing positive change to Brownsville by filling a
gap in access to books and a space for community members to host events, filling an
unmet need for the community. “I don't know if they will give another donation to
Brownsville like they did before. But because they are here, we are seeing this growth in
downtown Brownsville that just couldn't have been possible five, seven, or ten years
ago.”

During my visit to Brownsville, I spoke with a retired Brownsville Independent
School District teacher who is currently working in a boutique located inside the old
Coca-Cola bottling and distribution building downtown. The upper floors of the building
remained under construction for office space or housing, other shops were in the midst of
opening, and a cafe on the corner sat staged and ready for business, awaiting permits to
open officially. The retired teacher told me that the shop had only opened weeks prior
and that she was unsure how new businesses were opening downtown but assumed that
Musk’s money had to be involved. She seconded the museum clerk and business owner
that most of the new developments are restaurants and bars, places that appeal to tourists
and contribute more of a nightlife scene in the area. As a part-time employee of a new
store downtown, she was hesitant to comment on the relationship between Musk’s grants
and the store’s establishment but noted that the building’s owners must have received
funding to be able to cover the extensive renovation costs necessary to reopen the historic
building. The ownership of this building and the use of grant funds to restore the building

is part of broader claims of self-dealing by the former Mayor, Trey Mendez, and his
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business partner, who applied for funds to renovate a building purchased while in office

(Clark 2021).

Figure 4: Graffiti on “BTX”" Mural. Photo by Brownsville Police Department.

Interviewees in Brownsville identified SpaceX as one causal factor for increasing
rents, property values, and taxes. One business owner told me, “We have had people
move here from different parts of the country, not just for SpaceX, but simply because
the cost of living gets too expensive wherever it is they're from, and it is inexpensive
here” (Interview 1/6/24). This reality was contested by my interviews with young
Brownsville locals, who spoke to me about their desire to independently rent an
apartment in Brownsville becoming a decreasingly likely possibility for them, given
rising rent costs and stagnant wages, and their fear of retaliation for resisting these
changes. For example, interviewees pointed me to a 2022 incident of Brownsville’s
Mayor and other officials doxing a person accused of spray painting “gentrified stop

SpaceX” on a newly painted mural (Bova 2022).
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Two homeowners I spoke with discussed weighing the benefits of selling their
homes and buying cheaper properties outside of Brownsville against the personal loss of
being further away from their families, communities, and favorite places. Three people
complained to me about incessant calls to sell their homes and the difficulty of appealing
new property assessments and associated taxes. People are concerned that wealthy folks
from out of town are moving in and overpaying for homes, causing their cost of living to
rise quickly. Of course, this is a widely documented element of gentrification, and while
it is difficult to draw causal links empirically, SpaceX is the one common factor that all
interviewees pointed to when discussing changes to the local economy. The next section
of this chapter addresses the tourism economy in Brownsville and why the promise that
SpaceX will draw more tourists to Brownsville is exacerbating local concerns about
gentrification and the changing urban environment.

3.6: Tourism-Led Development

SpaceX and Brownsville draw historical linkages between the Spaceport and the
history of Brownsville’s aerospace industry to demonstrate that SpaceX will bring
tourist-led development to Brownsville. In 1929, the Brownsville International Airport’s
inaugural landing was a significant milestone in establishing the international AirMail
Service between the US and Mexico, with Charles Lindbergh making the inaugural trip
with 20,000 spectators, including Amelia Earhart, waiting in Brownsville to celebrate the
achievement (Pan Am Historical Foundation n.d.). PanAm, which received the US Mail
Service’s contract to deliver mail to Mexico City via Tampico, maintained a presence in
the city, as pilots were sent to the company’s Brownsville Base to develop new flight

techniques using new instrument technologies. Once flight tech developed and expanded
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to passenger flight service, PanAm would frequently stop in Brownsville to refuel before
traveling further south (Pan Am Historical Foundation n.d.). This process gave
Brownsville the nicknames “Gateway to Mexico” and “Gateway to Central America.”
Today, under the light of SpaceX’s new sign on the gates of its launch pad, Brownsville

is now marked with the label “Gateway to Mars.”

GATEWAY TO MARS
AT o we u..

Figure 5: SpaceX's South Texas Launch Site, January 6, 2024. Photo by Author.

“There also needs to be a commercial orbital spaceport, just as we have
commercial air traffic,” Musk told the audience at SpaceX’s groundbreaking ceremony
(University of Texas, Brownsville 2014, 0:58). The idea of a commercial spaceport
serves as a tourist attraction, for visitors eager to watch a rocket launch and wealthy
passengers able to pay to travel somewhere else, in orbit or on Earth, in a rocket ship.

This prospect is alarming for ecological, political, and economic reasons. Ecologically, a
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space tourism industry in Brownsville would mean even more frequent launches,
increasing the rocket’s ability to impact the surrounding protected areas. Politically, the
people of Brownsville do not want frequent launches to shake their homes and further
restrict access to the beach. Economically, Brownsville would become more of a tourist
destination, which would raise revenues for business owners but increase the cost of
living for people in the area, many of whom are already struggling to live comfortably.

Central to popular understandings of the company as a leader in the commercial
space industry, too, is a broader cult of personality and celebrity worship surrounding
Elon Musk. Musk’s perceived status as a genius, fiscal status as a billionaire, and
controversial voice in online content is an economically and politically useful tool that
allows him to evade accountability to local resistance and regulatory barriers to his
business endeavors by mobilizing millions of internet users to support his causes, in
service of technological solutionism. In addition to SpaceX employees, people in
Brownsville gave examples of Musk superfans moving to town and abandoning their
former lives to follow SpaceX’s developments at Boca Chica and develop businesses
hosting tourists. One example was Rocket Ranch, founded as a space-themed Airbnb by a
man who moved to the area from Houston to follow SpaceX’s activity (Aragon 2020).
Rocket Ranch has now expanded on land near the launch site, offering one of the closest
views to the launches, and is now a highly sought-after place for SpaceX and Musk super
fans to stay during launch times (Rocket Ranch n.d.).

The City of Brownsville’s hopes for tourism-led development are slowly
materializing, but the bulk of tourism revenue is often found outside the city, in coastal,

more historically tourist-friendly areas like South Padre Island and Port Isabel, or at RV
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and camping sites in the more remote parts of the county. The nearby South Padre Island
has decades worth of tourism-led development that makes the island a more desirable
destination for many tourists. Brownsville does not have the same infrastructure or beach
access, but people I spoke with mentioned Airbnb coming to town as a turning point in
their understanding of SpaceX’s transformation of Brownsville into a tourist destination
and raising alarm bells that the cost of living will continue to rise. This fear follows what
geographers have noted about the relationship between Airbnb and the rent gap in
neighborhoods with rising tourism. As a new revenue stream in housing markets, Airbnb
and other short-term rental companies create new opportunities for capital and intensify
the commercialization of housing (Wachsmuth and Weisler 2018). In Brownsville, the
people most negatively affected are people whose ability to live comfortably in their
community is being challenged by the effects of policies that promise to benefit them but
are at risk of displacement due to an influx of capital and tourism-led growth.
3.7 Conclusion

SpaceX’s presence in the region has not materialized the company’s promises of
generating a NewSpace City. Instead, a new approach to urban governance in the wake of
SpaceX’s local presence conflates the company’s interests with the people living in the
area and shifted the city government’s priorities away from providing services to local
residents and toward public investment in fulfilling promises of jobs in the space and
tourism industry. My research shows that people in Brownsville have mixed feelings
about the prospects of the space industry, and many are concerned about the
development’s impacts on the local culture, affordability, and the exacerbation of poverty

in the region. The way SpaceX is reshaping urban politics and the geography of
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Brownsville is in many ways similar to what has been documented about the technology
industry’s relationship to local governance and urban politics in larger urban areas but
unique in its techno-future utopian promises to humanity at large.

One recommendation stands out in Brownsville’s 2021-2025 strategic plan: “Seek
to strengthen relations with SpaceX, difficult as it may be, to grow a burgeoning space
industry” (Brownsville Community Improvement Corporation 2021). The admiration of
Musk and SpaceX from government officials, business owners, and super fans that
accelerates SpaceX’s ability to craft governance in its favor contrasts the perspective of
one space industry executive I spoke with at the 2023 Humans to Mars Conference. This
informant voiced growing feelings of hesitation within the industry to work with Musk,
especially given Musk’s dismissal of concerns over rocket explosions and statements that
they are inevitable and necessary to perfect the technology and enter an era of reliable,
reusable rockets. The executive explained that since the industry is so new, when
businesses are ready to launch their first satellite, it is a considerable risk, and they need
assurance that the launch will be successful and therefore want to ensure the company
launching their technologies is reliable, citing a failed SpaceX launch that left a
businessman bankrupt as a cautionary tale of trusting SpaceX’s launch services in the
company’s current state. Without additional regulation, he added, SpaceX will quickly
monopolize launch capacity simply due to their advances in affordability. So, while the
industry perceives working with SpaceX as risky, those risks are the very thing that
allows SpaceX to appeal to speculative investors and beneficiaries of its actions. Still, the

City of Brownsville itself is working to “strengthen relations.”
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The case of Brownsville opens up new questions about SpaceX’s promises. As I
have shown, SpaceX advertises itself as bringing higher-paying jobs to the region,
salaries that are particularly attractive because the average SpaceX salary is higher than
the local average household income. As my research shows, those salaries are primarily
going to people who move to Brownsville to fill those roles, which exacerbates inequality
in the region. This summarizes the arguments I have made throughout this chapter about
what Brownsville teaches us about SpaceX’s ability to reshape local governance based on
abstract promises that fail to materialize. Due to trends of urban competition for
entrepreneurial capital under neoliberal urbanism, SpaceX is able to easily convince state
and local governments that their business is in the best interest of economic growth and
prosperity. As SpaceX shops for launch capacity around the world in an attempt to realize
the benefits of economies of scale, SpaceX will need more and more launch site capacity
and will continue pitting urban areas against each other, the harms I have noted in this
chapter: disinvestment in public wellbeing, promises of better-paying jobs not
materializing, and inequality and gentrification will also intensify as governing bodies

prioritize recruiting capital over policies and programs that promote local flourishing.
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Chapter 4: Settler Colonial Relations Propel New Space Frontiers

“We’ve got a lot of land with nobody around, and so if it blows up, it’s cool.”
- Elon Musk on the South Texas Launch Site, 2018

The above quote epitomizes SpaceX and its leader’s attitude towards the people,
land, and non-human beings that inhabit the area surrounding the company’s South Texas
launch site: erasure in service of a mythology of greatness on the new frontier of outer
space. Musk casually rattled off the statement while discussing the location of future
experimental launches during a press conference after SpaceX’s Falcon Heavy launched
from Cape Canaveral, a rocket second in size only to the Starship Super Heavy, which
currently undergoes test flights from the South Texas launch site.

This statement begs interrogation for three primary reasons. First, claims of the
site’s remoteness hinge on its approximately 15-mile distance from population centers on
either side of the Rio Grande, though people do live closer to the launch site, and the land
is significant for recreation, indigenous ceremonies, and protected species of plants and
animals. By saying there is nobody around, Musk erases the people living in close
proximity, the majority of whom are people of color, and the Esto’k Gna of the Carrizo /
Comecrudo Tribe of Texas, an indigenous group for whom the land is sacred. Second,
SpaceX does not own the land surrounding the launch site, which is part of a unique
ecosystem maintained by conservation efforts to lessen the impact of industrial activity.
The site is nestled between the Gulf of Mexico, state parks, and federally protected lands
that, by law, belong to the public. The statement is thus a flippant acknowledgment of the
company’s lack of commitment to the ecological well-being of the public lands that
surround its operations. Third, the if “if it blows up, it’s cool” is now a when. After at

least nine explosions at the launch site, the FAA continues to allow SpaceX to operate
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and risk the safety and health of people living in the lower Rio Grande Valley (Center for
Biological Diversity 2023).
4.1 Introduction

This chapter addresses the double frontier dynamics of settler colonialism and
outer space commercialization within the context of SpaceX’s launch site development in
Brownsville, Texas. SpaceX relies on a popular conception of outer space as a frontier for
deep space resources and future colonized planets, forwarded by NewSpace industry
advocates to attract investment and excitement for their operations. As politicians in the
area work to promote a “New Space Ecosystem” in South Texas, they draw comparisons
between the old frontier of the American West and the new frontier of outer space in
testament to the positive impact the launch site will have on the area (University of
Texas, Brownsville 2014). I critically situate SpaceX’s actions in Brownsville within the
broader legacy of settler colonial frontiers in the area’s history to argue that SpaceX plays
a central role in the mythology of the NewSpace frontier. SpaceX extends the imperial
connotations of the term frontier from its founding goal of settling humans on Mars
(Musk 2017) to its current actions in South Texas.

Following a brief literature review, I interrogate two NewSpace industry tropes:
deep space frontiers and future colonized planets, drawing parallels between the actions
SpaceX takes to serve those goals and the impacts of those acts on people working and
living near the launch site. These tropes motivate the industry to invest in larger rockets
with bigger payloads, as SpaceX is working on in Brownsville, to enable deep space
exploration for the purposes of extracting materials for use in Earth’s economy and

creating human settlements on other planets. These tropes portray resource scarcity,
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climate change, and planetary destruction as existential threats that require drastic
measures to ensure humanity’s long-term survival, but rather than using their supposed
technological dominance to develop solutions that address climate change or minimize
the disproportionately negative impact wealthy people have on the planet, the billionaire-
backed commercial space industry is racing to develop, test, and regularly launch the
highest emitting aerospace vehicles of all time. I discuss these tropes in relation to the
strategic omission of labor from the space industry’s plans for the “frontier” and the use
of diversity in class, race, gender, and ability in the promotion of space tourism missions.

Next, this chapter relates the violent legacy of Texas’s frontier history and
Spanish, Mexican, and American processes of settler colonialism to the ongoing
colonizing actions of extractive corporations in the area, which seek to accumulate value
from the land while using economic force to change ways of life and degrade the natural
environment. I demonstrate how SpaceX, like Texas and the United States, dismisses and
erases Indigenous peoples’ resistance to the use of land for extractive goals. I highlight
how the Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe of Texas works to resist the expansion of extractive
industry in the valley, from SpaceX to LNG Pipelines, in coalition with people and
organizations who continue to be impacted by the effects of colonialism, border drawing,
and environmental degradation in diverse ways.

The double frontier dynamics at play demonstrate that SpaceX is extending settler
colonial relations in the present in service of NewSpace industry tropes. By placing these
tropes in the context of ongoing Indigenous-led activism locally, I show how the industry
strategically employs a democratizing mask that presents space exploration as beneficial

to all and obfuscates the company and broader industry’s goals to use outer space as a
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spatial fix for capitalist expansion and accumulation, both on and off Earth (Harvey
2001).
4.2 Literature Review

Private space companies produce a widely consumed narrative of outer space
futures that utilize fantasies of expansion and technological exceptionalism built on
assumptions of a dominating relationship between humankind and environments in and
beyond Earth (Sage 2016). Geographers have expertly interrogated the linkages between
these goals and visions of the American frontier of settler-colonialism to highlight the
violent processes of accumulation that underscore investments in space development and
challenge the narrative of outer space as a frontier (Redfield 2002; Klinger 2017; Messeri
2016). Critical geographers in the 2000s worked to reconceptualize the frontier myth in
its contemporary context as a peripheral space of the global economy still obtainable for
dynamic expansionist possibilities. Building on Harvey’s spatial fix (2001), geographers
argue that the NewSpace industry’s popular imaginary of outer space as “empty space” is
a convenient configuration that links the free market to the space frontier to configure
outer space as available for exploitation (Burwell 2019; Hunter and Nelson 2021). Space
companies and national agencies often evoke the term frontier in reference to their
attempts to grow wealth in unconventional ways - precisely as geographers have
theorized (Bennett 2022).

According to recent market estimates, the Global Space Industry was worth $447
billion at the end of 2022 and is projected to have a $1 trillion market size by 2030
(McKinsey & Company 2023). Markets in North America, Europe, and Asia-Pacific hold

the vast majority of wealth and projected growth in the industry, the profits of which are
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no more equitably distributed than any other industry, despite wide sweeping claims that
the commercial space sector’s growth is in service of humanity and will be ultimately
beneficial for all (Ben-Itzhak 2022). Texas’s politicians see the industry as an opportunity
to grow the state’s economy and change laws that protect land, limit the state’s
constitutionally enshrined right to access beaches, limit the liability of space companies'
activities on surrounding property and people, and expand public investment in the
industry in an attempt to compete with Florida and California for the space industry’s
business (Johnson 2013; Sanchez 2023; Leinfelder 2023).

NewSpace discourse has qualities of both a commercial enterprise and a social
movement, as reflected by the ability to captivate public attention and excitement for
space flight programs, which reinforces and motivates corporate expansion to outer space
(Valentine 2012). Within this discourse, the term frontier is evoked in both the imperial
edge-of-the-civilized world sense and in the sense of a resource frontier, but also in
industry naming conventions such as the previously discussed Brownsville-based non-
profit ExpandingFrontiers. On Earth, resource frontiers are sites for the extraction of
resources like oil, minerals, and timber, often from locations distant from population and
economic centers, in areas where people, disproportionately Indigenous people, generally
have less wealth and who are excluded from the compensation of locally accumulated
wealth by corporations or states (Radcliffe 2020). In NewSpace frameworks of outer
space, the beyond is simultaneously full of materials needed here on Earth and empty,
ripe for human colonization. When President John F. Kennedy referred to outer space as
the “new frontier,” connecting the American folklore of the frontier as destiny, he was

evoking the frontier in service of political, Cold War propaganda. Now, with the
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commercial space industry expanding, outer space as a frontier is a trope built into
industry vernacular that signifies how venturing into outer space is a dangerous venture
into an infinite unknown but one that must become known for the benefit of all humanity
and valorized as such. This chapter seeks to complicate and challenge this position by
graciously describing the Indigenous-led resistance to SpaceX’s construction at Boca
Chica, challenging tropes of deep space resource frontiers and future colonized planets by
highlighting the ideology’s elision of labor and addressing the relationship between space
commercialization and the militarization of outer space. Together, these three sections
demonstrate how the extractive and exploitative actions of the space industry here on
Earth testify to how the industry’s billionaire-backed space companies’ plans enrich
themselves at the expense of humanity and challenge the industry doctrine that
billionaires generously fund space development for the benefit of humanity.

There is a trend among geographers, anthropologists, and critical science and
technology scholars interested in space futures to devote a significant amount of attention
to the possibility and implications of getting humans to Mars beyond the “frontier”
imaginary (Land 2010; Messeri 2017). This approach mirrors NASA’s space
development expenditures into long-term plans for Mars based on speculative narratives
of the planet’s suitability for life, which intensified after NASA’s 1997 Mars Pathfinder
mission (Dittmer 2007). Using colonial strategies of place creation to establish American
dominance on Mars, NASA worked with the American media to render Mars a habitable
place and a serene frontier of opportunity in the American geographic imagination.
Despite plans and opportunistic statements, the possibility of humans reaching Mars

remains firmly out of reach (Goldsmith and Rees 2022). Dozens of Mars-destined
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spacecraft have failed to reach their destination for various reasons, from launch failures
to breakdowns during the long journey to explosions on the surface of Mars. The idea
that we could reach and colonize Mars without significant error and loss of life is a
mythical fabrication that benefits technocentric narratives of progress and domination
over nature.

Many astrophysicists and aerospace engineers enjoy publicly speculating on the
future of Mars and validating the capacity of humanity to live on other planets through
the use of new scientific technologies. One of the most influential advocates for human
colonization of Mars is Robert Zubrin, founder and president of The Mars Society, an
organization devoted to establishing a community of people on Mars within the 2020s. As
one of the loudest advocates for human expansion to Mars, Zubrin earnestly refers to the
planet as a frontier, evokes Malthusian narratives of population peril in their advocacy for
human colonies, and makes totalizing claims about speculated benefits to their eugenic
depictions of humanity (Zubrin 1996). To progress towards this goal, The Mars Society
worked with ecologists to produce a closed ecological system that models conditions on
Mars in Utah, the Mars Desert Research Station. Since 2001, the station has completed
eighteen field seasons in its quest to understand the living conditions of Mars. The Mars
Society’s plans for a Mars colony are bleak and inhospitable: a single 8-meter diameter
enclosed ecosystem to house seven people and their research equipment. While these
plans appear impossible and rushed, they represent a significant investment in private
space development that is worthy of sustained attention to its development (Messeri

2016).
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NASA’s approach to establishing a multi-planetary future through the private
sector rests on the agency’s contractors to develop the capacity to return to the moon
safely. Through the Artemis program, NASA is partnering with SpaceX to plan a long-
term exploration mission on the moon, framed as a steppingstone for humans on Mars.

9 <6

The mission hopes to “reignite America’s passion for discovery,” “enable a growing lunar
economy,” and “engage and inspire new audiences” of the “Artemis generation” through
investment in developing a speculative future of life in space (NASA n.d). This approach
to planetary exploration and expansion reproduces colonial narratives of human
domination over the environment but orients itself more towards the building of national
identity through its appeal to younger generations. Careful attention should be paid to the
mirroring processes of nation-building through universe-building, particularly to the
dynamics of settler colonialism still playing out on this planet, on which the promises of
space development currently rely.
4.3 NewSpace Frontier Tropes

Musk appeals to humanity’s future to justify his accumulation of assets and
wealth, following a particular discourse advanced by the NewSpace industry that uses
existential language to advocate for the necessity of commercial space development.
At the International Astronautical Congress (2016), Musk told an audience in
Guadalajara, "The main reason I'm personally accumulating assets is to fund this. I really
don't have any other motivation for personally accumulating assets except to be able to
make the biggest contribution I can to making life multiplanetary."

This discourse often follows a libertarian approach to outer space, where freedom

from regulation and government intervention offers private corporations tax-free exploits
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and little government oversight, elements that the industry argues hinder its growth on
Earth (Livingston 2002; Brennan and Vecchi 2011). This approach dismisses the
government’s capacity to develop similar technologies and capabilities, emphasizing
NASA'’s period of relative idleness on human space travel compared to the space race era
of the past. Of course, this approach does not acknowledge the reduced safety and
environmental standards associated with private space development, whose failures are
met with renegotiated timelines and slower returns on investment but would shut down a
NASA project and jeopardize the agency’s already dwindling funds devoted to earth
science research. While it is true that some academics laugh off the capacity to mine
asteroids or bring back celestial materials to Earth, it is also the case that the
environmental impact of the space industry today suggests a desire for planetary doom
rather than any sort of solution to the most pressing issues facing humanity. Two
contradictory tropes illustrate this point: the deep space frontier trope and the future
colonized planet, primarily because they are utilized in service of the same goal, space
commercialization, but strategically necessitate each other despite diverging in their
approaches to questions about the future of life on Earth and the usefulness of outer
space.

The deep space frontier trope is the idea that beyond geostationary orbit (GEO),
there are infinite raw materials that could be useful on Earth or provide benefits to
extraplanetary people; we just need to go out and find them and introduce them to Earth’s
economy. The deep space frontier trope brings the concept of resource frontiers to the
cosmos, and both private corporations and NASA forward this trope because it

emphasizes how advances in rocket reusability, size, and affordability are opening new
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prospects for commercial activity in deep space, a push the US government has made
since the first Obama administration (Bushnell 2021). NewSpace advocates and space
companies often utilize a version of the deep space frontier trope to enhance their
business model, citing the infinite resources as something humanity must seek out for
reasons ranging from getting returns on investments, solving resource scarcity on Earth,
or even discovering unknown materials that could benefit Earth in currently
unimaginable ways (Elvis 2012).

Extraction from resource frontiers on Earth requires people to work in dangerous
conditions, often employed through force or economic coercion (Radcliffe 2020).
NewSpace utopian fantasies typically leave out the need for people’s labor in discussions
of their bold plans, though Musk has acknowledged that "The first missions will have a
high risk of fatality, so if you’re prepared to die, then you know you're a candidate for
going” (International Astronautical Congress 2016). Labor in the multi-planetary agenda
is an underexplored element of the techno-utopia of the outer space frontier, especially
considering labor concerns by employees of SpaceX and other Musk-owned companies.
SpaceX’s hiring practices and treatment of workers in Brownsville offer insight into why
labor is left out and why labor must be centered in conversations about the deep space
resource frontier. According to a recent Reuters investigation, the injury rate at SpaceX’s
South Texas launch site in 2022 was six times the space industry’s average, reporting 4.8
injuries per 100 workers (Taylor 2023). Workers at SpaceX were fired after working on a
letter calling out dangerous and unfair practices along with mistreatment by Musk
himself. The Justice Department is suing the company for discrimination against refugees

and asylees in SpaceX’s hiring process (U.S. Department of Justice 2023). The company
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faces a class action lawsuit alleging discrimination on the basis of sex, race, or ethnicity
(Wiessner 2023). In March 2024, the National Labor Relations Board filed a complaint
against SpaceX for forcing fired and laid-off employees to sign away their rights to
pursue legal action and publicly discuss the company’s treatment of employees (Wiessner
2024). SpaceX uses these agreements to shield its internal operations from public
scrutiny and diminish the rights of its workers. We must take the deep space frontiers
trope seriously to ensure that eventually, if or when people are hired to work in outer
space, they are included in the growing labor movement, which in the US is more
responsive to social justice causes and direct action than ever before (Scheuerman 2021).

In Brownsville, the treatment of workers at SpaceX is secondary to the company’s
promises to make the region an industrial center with widespread economic growth. In
October 2023, Mayor John Cowen Jr. spoke at a binational workshop held in downtown
Brownsville on the importance of developing a workforce to meet the needs of the
commercial outer space industry in the region. The audience included representatives
from Mexico’s Space Agency and Mexico’s Consulate in Brownsville, who voiced a
commitment to collaboration between the cities of Matamoros and Brownsville to
develop a transborder space workforce. In a testament to the significance of developing
local skills in response to the space industry’s needs, Mayor Cowen said:

The space industry is an exciting frontier that holds immense potential for
innovation, scientific discovery, and economic growth. As we witness the rapid
advancement of technology and the increased commercialization of space, it is
imperative that we equip ourselves with the knowledge and skills necessary to
thrive in this dynamic sector. (Government of Brownsville, Texas 2023)

As previously discussed in the urban politics chapter, the Musk Foundation’s

donation to Cameron County public schools is not being used to expand the county’s
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STEM curriculum offerings, as one might expect a company actively recruiting engineers
to care about locally (Interview 1/12/24). Due to the usefulness of welding as a skill for
both LNG companies and SpaceX, two emerging industries in the Rio Grande Valley,
some students in BISD now have the opportunity to pursue welding as a career option
starting in the middle of their high school education. These jobs on the frontier are paths
students are encouraged to pursue, with both SpaceX and Texas LNG sponsoring in-
school trade education programs. LNG companies are desperate to assuage fears about
the work being dangerous, so much so that they host events for high school students and
parents in which they lie about the dangers of toxic exposure or physical injury working
construction and welding jobs building LNG pipelines and export terminals. Multiple
interviewees noted that jobs at SpaceX are some of the highest available in the region,
and according to Brownsville’s government, “Rio Grande LNG is expected to provide
5,000 construction jobs during the peak development period and bring hundreds of long-
term jobs with salaries at about $70,000.” (Government of Brownsville, Texas 2024) A
$70,000 annual salary is more than double the current average annual income in the area.
Economic coercion is at work as the public schools operate according to the needs of
surrounding industries, disinvesting in students’ futures to compel those without
generational wealth, who have limited employment options that offer comparable
compensation, to sacrifice safety in the workplace in exchange for a livable wage but a
possibly diminished quality of life.

Only one person I interviewed knew a Brownsville local working at SpaceX in an
internal technical role, but many noted that local people are working in service roles as

custodians, baristas, waiters, or in construction roles. One interviewee with knowledge of

65



on-site operations at Starbase told me straight up, “Contractors and welders are mostly
local, but all the engineers, for some reason, are brought in from different cities.” There
are local engineers available who are fully capable of filling those roles, and local
students graduating with hopes of working in the industry, so why does SpaceX choose
not to hire them? Is it more evidence of the discrimination alleged in the previously
mentioned lawsuits? Additional research is needed to answer this question, but an
interviewee pointed me to Musk’s words encouraging his social media followers to move
to the area, which, to her, highlights the company’s devotion to recruiting people from
outside the local job market for technical roles and speaks to the company’s failure to
honor its promises to create high paying jobs for local people (see Figure 1).

The second trope, future colonized planets, is a NewSpace frontier fixture that
posits the industry’s goal of settling people on other celestial bodies as beneficial for
humanity at large. Different configurations of the trope offer distinct reasons for how
developing the technological capacities for life beyond Earth could change life on Earth
for the better. In some conceptions, popularized by Jeff Bezos, the future colonized
planets are not just for people but to outsource polluting industries off-Earth (Musumeci
2021). Leaders in the industry frequently discuss how climate change or a singular
extreme event could make Earth uninhabitable and inhospitable to humanity, but
thankfully, the space industry is developing the capacity for humanity to survive beyond,
or in spite of, Earth’s destruction (Musk 2017). This trope is taken for granted in the
industry, where student space settlement design competitions abound, and company-
sponsored artist renderings of future living structures on different planets take center

stage as images of an ever-nearing future (National Space Society n.d.; SpaceX 2023).
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While the earth’s climate is implicated in this trope, many in the industry are uninterested
in technologies to address climate change, and many others are deniers of climate change
at all (Valentine 2017).

At the 2023 Humans to Mars Conference held in Washington, DC, one investor in
space companies spoke with me about the need to reinforce inspiration in the industry’s
long-term goals while also creating opportunities for returns on investments through
space tourism. This would exacerbate the tourism industry’s already outsized
environmental impact and the unequal production of emissions (Spector and Higham
2019). Expanding an already heavily polluting industry from airplanes to increasingly
frequent rocket launches comes with a requisite increase in emissions that impact the
health of living beings and the planet at large, which in the US are ineffectively regulated
(Nam 2023). Here, there is an apparent disconnect between placing trust in technologies
that position the space industry as solutions to climate change and planetary degradation
and a comparative lack of investment in earth-based solutions to make the planet safely
habitable for future generations. The industry does not interact with the ecological harms
of accelerating rocket launches except to talk about the significance of rocket reusability
(albeit mostly in reference to lowering launch costs), which begets a sort of self-fulfilling
prophecy as accelerating launches for tourism purposes exacerbate the climate crisis in
service of deep space resource frontiers and techno-utopian multi-planetary mythologies.

When discussing speculative future colonies on Mars and elsewhere, it is essential
to consider the previously discussed labor implications of space companies establishing
colonies on other planets, but it is also necessary to address the insights that SpaceX’s

operations in Brownsville and previous space tourism missions offer about those future
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societies. Amidst criticism that the New Space industry is crafting a future that benefits
corporations and investors rather than humanity at large and partially in response to the
surge of civil unrest and demands for social justice reignited by the 2020 racial justice
movement, companies like SpaceX and government agencies like NASA began publicly
promoting more inclusive, diverse images of the space industry as an adaptation strategy
to diversify and democratize understandings of outer space futures. The strategic use of
diversity in these stunts attempted to challenge the dominant white male history of space
travel, but in many ways, they solidified a view of the space industry as incapable of
transcending that legacy, as wealthy men like Musk and his associates sought to
manufacture public goodwill, painting themselves as champions of diversity in space
travel while distancing themselves from valid criticisms on their treatment towards
employees and lack of political accountability at large. Two examples highlight this
attempt to reframe the space industry as democratizing access to outer space.

In 2021, SpaceX announced Inspiration4, a space tourism mission, as the “first
all-civilian mission to space” (CNBC Television 2021). The project was operated by
SpaceX and funded by a billionaire friend and business partner of Musk’s, Jared
Isaacman, who plans to utilize his payment processing platform on future SpaceX
tourism trips. The “mission” was a four-day long orbital trip and was marketed as a
lottery system, implying that anyone could accompany Isaacman into orbit if they
completed a brief survey and donate to St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital within the given
time frame. In reality, the company misrepresented the mission as randomly selected and
specifically chose the four crew members to serve an additional role that contributed to a

more inclusive image for the company, demonstrating intersectional identities by
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accentuating elements of the crew’s diversity in ability, race, gender, and wealth. The
mission labeled participants as representing four values: leadership (filled from the get-go
by “Commander Isaacman’), prosperity, generosity, and hope. The project stated it exists
as part of SpaceX’s contribution to humanity by “democratizing” access to outer space.
While it is clear from the company’s actions that continuing legacies of settler
colonialism in South Texas while evading political accountability, Inspiration4 offers
additional insight into the company’s views of democracy: billionaires using people as a
spectacle to appear progressive as they continue acting in their own financial benefit.

NASA has also taken additional measures to make its programs appear more
diverse, a new industry priority that comes in the wake of the popular book and film
adaptation Hidden Figures, which brought the previously under-acknowledged
contributions of Black women at NASA into popular understandings of the success of the
early space program. Now, NASA is prioritizing diversity in current plans for human
space travel. In an article published by NASA in the afternoon following SpaceX’s March
14, 2024 launch, the organization emphasized how Artemis, NASA’s program (contracted
with SpaceX) to bring humans back to the moon and beyond, values social responsibility:
Under NASA’s Artemis campaign, the agency will land the first woman, first person of
color, and its first international partner astronaut on the lunar surface and prepare for
human expeditions to Mars (Mohon 2021).

Though the representation of diverse identities is beneficial to change the
dominant images of white male astronauts on space missions, the space industry’s
decision to highlight the diverse identities of people engaging in space travel does

nothing to combat the inequities of the space industry’s actions on Earth or offer more
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progressive ways of living on colonial Mars. Instead, these practices contribute to a
discourse that overshadows the industry’s real harms against people of color, such as the
Esto’k Gna and the majority of people living in the lower Rio Grande Valley. SpaceX
appeals to equity and inclusion as a public relations strategy while attempting to silence
local resistance (Garrett and Sementelli 2021). At a joint press conference held by
Brownsville’s government and SpaceX three weeks after the November 2023 Starship
explosion, Starbase General Manager Kathryn Lueders stood in front of an image of
rockets overlaid with the phrase “Brownsville Space for All and the subtitle “The
International Hub - More Equitable & Inclusive Space Economy" and spoke about the
company’s efforts to “fail safely” (City of Brownsville 2023, 42:55). Through
highlighting the industry’s configurations of labor and views of democratization,
questions of physical and social wellbeing enter the conversation of the space industry’s
frontiers. The promise that tropes of deep space frontiers and future colonized planets
will benefit all of humanity is contested by Indigenous-led activism in the Rio Grande
Valley to ensure a living future on this planet for those who will remain on Earth.
SpaceX’s strategies of dodging regulatory and public accountability through appeals to
techno utopian discourses demonstrate SpaceX’s efforts to navigate the complications of
existing within a living frontier of settler colonialism while working to access a new
frontier of outer space spatial fix for capitalist expansion (Harvey 2001).
4.4 Frontiers Past and Present in Cameron County, Texas

The term “frontier” is relevant in two distinct yet interrelated contexts. The
frontier is used in reference to the previously discussed NewSpace tropes, but it is more

commonly evoked in mythologies about the transboundary area stretching across the
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political division of land belonging to Mexico and the United States along the flow of the
Rio Grande, the current border. This land, in the long history of settler colonialism in the
lower Rio Grande Valley, was portrayed as an outer boundary of civilization in discourses
to promote settler expansion, relying on terra nullius arguments to erase the people living
there and create an imperial binary of a ‘civilized’ society versus an ‘uncivilized’ frontier
(Bonds and Inwood 2016). The earliest acts of Spanish settler colonialism in the region
extended to a legacy system of land grants, issued not only by Spain but also by Mexico
and the Republic of Texas, to empresarios or businessmen, stipulating conditions to settle
a certain number of people on their given land, thus facilitating territorial accumulation
along with displacement, enslavement, and genocide of Indigenous peoples (Hill 1959).
The frontier thesis and manifest destiny shape the frontier imaginary of the
American West, where the settler colonial legacies of United States border expansion to
the Rio Grande persist today. For example, in the early 20th century, the construction of
the St. Louis, Brownsville, Mexico Railroad (SLBMR) prompted wealthy landowners to
start irrigation companies and, using their wealth and power to publish their perspectives,
challenged dominant Anglo-American hispanophobic and xenophobic understandings of
the region and shaped another mythological frontier of the area as empty of people but
simultaneously full of fertile land, fresh water, and cheap labor, thus promoting additional
American-Anglo settler colonialism in hopes to extract agricultural wealth from newly
opened markets (Brannstrom and Neuman 2009). In this way, the frontier is both a
mythology and a tool of imperial control that serves capitalist expansion at the expense of
people with less power and wealth. The frontier myth is central to conservative narratives

of Texas history and is still employed by government officials to address the RGV and
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testify to the necessity of bringing the Space Industry to town as a desperately needed
economic boost in an impoverished area while disregarding the needs of local people and
resistance to such plans (University of Texas, Brownsville 2014).

The frontier is not an issue of the past for the Esto’k Gna, people of the Carrizo /
Comecrudo Tribe of Texas, the Rio Grande / Rio Bravo is also known as the River of
Spirits, and the land at its delta and across both sides of the river are a sacred part of their
sprawling ancestral lands, Somi Se’k. The river’s delta is the site of the Tribe’s creation
story, which makes it an especially sacred site where ceremonies are held. The river flows
into the Gulf of Mexico just three miles down the beach from SpaceX’s launch site, but
access from the US side of the border is blocked whenever Texas State Highway 4 / Boca
Chica Boulevard closes to allow SpaceX sole use of the road. At a recent presentation
recounting his experience of being blocked from accessing the site for a ceremony, Juan
Benito Mancias, hereditary leader and a spokesman of the Tribe, demonstrates how
Texas’s decision to close the road for SpaceX’s activities violates the American Indian
Religious Freedom Act of 1978 (AIRFA) (42 U.S.C. § 1996; University of Michigan
2023).

The Tribe is engaged in ongoing legal disputes with SpaceX in coalition with
conservation groups, and Mancias regularly travels to speaking engagements that raise
consciousness on the Tribe’s work resisting the fossil fuel industry, border wall
construction, and SpaceX’s activities. In an interview with Border Report in September
2023 concerning the legal battle against the state of Texas’s enclosure of the state

constitution enshrined right to the beach, Dr. Christopher Basaldu, a spokesperson of the
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Tribe, emphasized the significance of the land and the ability for people indigenous to the
area to access the land:

The whole area is a sacred area. The area of the mouth of the river, the river itself, where
the river meets the Gulf, the beach, and the environment around that are all a sacred area,
our stories of our sacred histories that we get from our ancestors talk about why that area
is so sacred to begin with. On top of that, we’re the original people of the land. So we’ve
always been there, you know, our ancestors are buried there. (Dr. Christopher Basaldq,
quoted in Sanchez 2023)

Despite a documented history of presence on the land that predates European
settlement, the Tribe lacks federal recognition and is the target of campaigns to discredit
their oral histories and autochthonous knowledge. The Tribe continues to resist the
degradation of its lands and erasure of its people in coalition with local environmental
groups and social justice organizations. The Esto’k Gna are parties in legal battles against
LNG projects, the Department of Homeland Security, and SpaceX, each with plans to
continue building upon and blocking access to the Carrizo / Comecrudo’s sacred sites and
ancestral lands.

Throughout the planning stages for Rio Bravo LNG construction, the Federal
Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) accepts public comments. Representatives of the
Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe were quick to note that risks associated with plans for an
export terminal and processing facility are exacerbated by the proximity to SpaceX and
have appeared at every meeting to ensure the companies were confronted by the impacts
of their failures to do proper due diligence. Members regularly travel to hold
demonstrations outside of the banks and other financial institutions funding the Rio
Grande LNG project. FERC’s most recent ruling in January of 2024 stated that the

“alleged harms are speculative and it has not shown that irreparable injury is “likely” to
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occur” (CP16-454-003, CP16-455-000, CP16-455-002, CP20-481-000). This decision
included a letter of dissent from Commissioner Clements, who highlighted the
commission’s failure to engage with environmental justice communities and her belief in
the validity of the case made on the project’s inevitable and irreparable harm. Regarding
homeland security, whose border wall construction goes through Somi Se’k, Mancias
referred to the agency as a totally unaccountable organization, given the Federal
government’s decision to waive 26 laws (including multiple environmental protection
acts, the Safe Drinking Water Act, Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation
Act (25 U.S.C. 3001 et seq.), and the American Indian Religious Freedom Act (42U.S.C.
1996). To Mancias, these events are evidence of colonizers breaking more treaties and not
caring about the harms these pieces of legislation sought to prevent (Mancias quoted in
University of Michigan 2023). In a 2024 press conference concerning SpaceX’s proposed
land swap deal, Dr. Basaldu called out the company’s violation of the UN treaty on the
rights of indigenous peoples by failing to obtain consent from the Tribe prior to initial
construction and at all stages of expansion so far (Rio Grande Valley Organizations
2024).
4.5 Conclusion

For many people, the frontier is a historical fixture reflecting issues of the past,
but settler colonialism is an ongoing process that animates politics in the present. As
previously mentioned, Texas’s politicians are some the most vocally proud of the state’s
history of settler colonialism, essentially echoing accounts of the ten years the state spent
as a nation independent from Mexico or the United States and the folklore of the Texas

Frontier as a constitutive time of the state’s past and future (University of Texas,
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Brownsville 2014). This discourse on Texas’s frontier past is fraught with elisions of
enslavement, genocide, and working-class struggle in favor of romantic stories of
wealthy men shrouded in glory for their libertarian sensibilities and role enabling national
expansion. As Elon Musk accumulates land, relocates his employees to the area,
disregards Indigenous and other local opposition, and destroys Earth’s natural
environment in service of further US commercial expansion, he is acting in direct lineage
with those “great” men of the frontier. The state’s politicians themselves draw parallels
between the state’s frontier past and SpaceX’s potential for widespread economic
enrichment and create a hub for an emerging industry. At SpaceX’s 2014 groundbreaking
ceremony for the Boca Chica Launch site, the Governor of Texas at the time, Rick Perry,
remarked that the site “builds upon our pioneer heritage, our tradition of thinking bigger,
dreaming bolder, and daring to do the impossible” (University of Texas, Brownsville
2014). At the same event, United States Congressman Filemon Vela Jr., who then
represented Texas’s 34th congressional district, proclaimed, “What was once the furthest
outpost on the old frontier of the west will be the furthest outpost on the new frontier of
science and space.” By placing SpaceX as the newest figure in their lore of Texas’s
greatness, Governor Perry and Congressman Vela Jr. assert that the future of SpaceX’s
activity in the state will produce many of the same effects as centuries of frontier
settlement, namely wealth and infrastructure (University of Texas, Brownsville 2014).
Echoing the work of the Tribe and its allies, SpaceX’s ability to actualize any of the goals
it states or humanity at large hinges on the company’s ability to expand on stolen lands

and unlawfully prevent Indigenous peoples from accessing their sacred sites.
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Recognition of the discursive ties between outer space use of the term “frontier”
and the word’s settler colonial context is not new. During the Cold War, President
Kennedy placed NASA’s goals in line with US Frontier settler expansion, and Reagan
advocated for Star Wars through the Strategic Defense Initiative. The previously
discussed tropes of deep space resource frontiers and future colonized planets are sources
of inspiration for many believers in the NewSpace industry’s developments or people
inspired by the recent development of larger-than-ever rockets and reusability. For many
people, progress in the space industry is representative of humanity’s progress, not the
continuation and reproduction of inequality through settler colonial relations on Earth
that I have attempted to demonstrate in this chapter. A widespread cultural fascination
with the space industry’s tropes facilitates the extension of colonial relations here on
Earth in service of NewSpace industry goals, as observed in Brownsville.

Resistance against SpaceX in Brownsville by the Esto’k Gna and grassroots
organizations should be widely acknowledged and amplified at multiple scales to further
resist the acceleration of polluting rocket launches by extractive companies and the
militarization of outer space. People working to ensure the safety and well-being of their
community should not be viewed in isolation from concerns about the commercial space
industry’s broader goals or its increasing priority in the US military budget, which is
already incapable of passing an audit. Their resistance to the local, state, and federal
governments’ actions should fuel debate about national priorities in outer space and the
frontier ideology still at work within the federal government, whose role in establishing
contracts with SpaceX and other companies is extending settler colonial domination on

Earth and paving the way for expansive capitalist and military exploitation of outer space.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion

SpaceX’s presence in the region has created a mythology of Brownsville as a
“New Space City” that conveniently contorts the company’s interests into the city's best
interests and shapes governance according to its needs. The people I interviewed interpret
this discourse in diverse ways that shape their perceptions of Brownsville and the city’s
priorities. For some, SpaceX’s relationship to Brownsville’s urban politics is awe-
inspiring, with the potential to motivate young people to pursue STEM careers and lessen
poverty in the city. For others, SpaceX presents an existential risk of the town becoming
another Austin, gentrified and forever altered by the whims of a billionaire who decided
to set up shop in their hometown. This conclusion weaves my findings into a few future
themes that I hope to continue researching in the future. First, Musk’s desire to
incorporate Starbase into a company town presents potential additional barriers to

transparency and labor concerns.

THE INTERNATI i+  UB
FOR A MORE EQUITABLE & IN'  JS £ SPACE ECONOMY

Figure 6: Starbase General Manager Speaks at Invite-Only Event in Brownsville. December 12, 2023.
Photo by Steve Clark / The Brownsville Herald.
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At an invite-only press conference three weeks after SpaceX’s November 2023
Starship test launch shook the area and set off new alarms about SpaceX’s potential
impact across surrounding communities, Starbase General Manager Kathryn Lueders
stood in front of a screen reading “Brownsville: Space for All, The International Hub for
a More Equitable & Inclusive Space Economy” and told the audience “there’s a lot of
people making sure that we’re going to fail safely” (City of Brownsville TX
2024). Lueders also stated, “Technicians are gold for us,” acknowledging SpaceX’s need
to profit off local labor and its role in the company’s South Texas development strategy.
We must take these ironies seriously to address the lack of care SpaceX shows towards
people, other living beings, and land. While the company claims to act for the benefit of
all humanity, there is no evidence of those promises in their actions towards people in
South Texas who are most impacted by the company’s experimental space development.
The company shields itself from public accountability in every way possible through
NDAs and their litigious enforcement and by addressing Brownsville at large when
speaking to an invited audience and locking out opposition.

Another future avenue of research is on the military and surveillance implications
of SpaceX’s experimental heavy rocket program. Through partnerships with the U.S.
Space Force and Space Development Agency, companies are working to transform outer
space into an information battleground in the name of National Security. Their primary
shared objectives are to achieve and profit from greater surveillance of Earth through
increased rocket and satellite launch capacity, satellite network relationships, and control
of global internet access and usage data. The companies continue their founders’ histories

of leveraging data for profit, as satellites are essential for controlling communication and
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location data (Kitchin 2021). In early 2024, a news story broke that the DoD had
approached SpaceX to inquire about operating Starship themselves, independently of
SpaceX (Aviation Week 2024). A proposed action plan from the U.S. Space Force (2024)
shows a plan to launch Starship rockets from Cape Canaveral in the coming years.
Should the current lawsuits against the FAA succeed in shuttering the Boca Chica launch
site for SpaceX’s use, the DOD could supersede the rulings of regulatory bodies and
environmental protection laws in the name of national security; this is already common
practice near the U.S.’s southern border, where Presidents Trump and Biden have both
used executive authority to waive laws and expedite the construction of the border wall.
While billionaire-backed space companies are popularly portrayed as competitors, they
work together to prioritize a shared vision of enrichment, shaping the future relationship
between Earthly forces and outer space in a world-building project rooted distinctly in
U.S. nation-building lore. The NewSpace industry promotes public interest in outer
space, which justifies increases in unaccountable government spending by framing outer
space as an empty trove of resources and a battleground in need of aggressive deterrence.
Another avenue of future knowledge and support would focus more directly on
amplifying the centrality of Indigenous-led activism against SpaceX’s actions in Texas.
As discussed in the fourth chapter, the settler colonial frontier is a present issue for the
Esto’k Gna, people of the Carrizo / Comecrudo Tribe of Texas. Since the Tribe, like
many others in the US, lacks federal recognition, they are still fighting for legal
protection of their sacred sites and rights to the land. In South Texas, every level of the
government is subsidizing the actions of aerospace companies whose developments

accelerate the extremely wealthy’s ability to live beyond their means and
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disproportionately contribute to injustice and ecological degradation here on Earth.
Despite this, the Tribe continues to resist the degradation of its lands and erasure of its
people in coalition with local environmental groups and social justice organizations. The
Tribe is engaged in ongoing coalitional legal disputes with regulatory agencies. The Tribe
is a party to every lawsuit I’ve mentioned as they work to ensure that extractive
industries, like SpaceX, LNG, and big oil, are held accountable for their destructive
actions. By working towards a future where land, people, and animals flourish, motivated
by an ethic of mutual care, the Esto’k Gna demonstrate their enduring commitment to
protecting these lands and successfully building coalitional political power, which, in my

opinion, offers a more inspiring future for humanity than the space industry ever could.
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