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A Power Elite Alliance and Local Environmental Policy:
Elon Musk in Cameron County

MICHELLE KECK' AND GUADALUPE CORREA-CABRERA?

" Department of Political Science, The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, Brownsville, TX, USA
2 Schar School of Policy and Government, George Mason University, Arlington, VA, USA
Email: michelle.keck@utrgv.edu

ABSTRACT The present work analyzes several aspects related to the environmental impacts that Elon Musk’s
company Space Exploration Technologies (SpaceX) has had on Cameron County, Texas. Utilizing prior studies, we
will focus on how the power elite impact policy at the federal, state, and local levels, specifically regarding SpaceX's
arrival to Cameron County as well as environmental policy concerning the activities at the SpaceX Starbase facility,
located on Boca Chica Beach, Texas. The present analysis uses data from semi-structured interviews with key
stakeholders including government officials, developers, environmentalists, and other activists in order to
understand the connections between the global and local power elites. A survey of Cameron County residents will
also be used to determine their experience with environmental effects resulting from SpaceX activities.

KEYWORDS SpaceX, power elite, environment

INTRODUCTION

We assess the impact that Elon Musk’s company Space
Exploration Technologies (SpaceX) has had on Cameron
County, Texas. Utilizing Domhoff (1967, 2014),
Molotch (1976), Logan and Molotch (1987), Molotch
and Logan (1996), and Gendron and Dombhoft (2009),
we focus on how the power elite impact policy at the
federal, state, and local levels, specifically regarding
SpaceX’s arrival in Cameron County as well as environ-
mental policy concerning the activities at the SpaceX
Starbase facility located on Boca Chica Beach, Texas.
We use data from semi-structured interviews with key
stakeholders including government officials, developers,
and environmentalists, as well as press accounts in order
to understand the connections between the global and
local power elite. We examine how corporations and the
well-off and well-connected were able to dominate the
policy process putting SpaceX’s corporate interests ahead
of public interests causing negative environmental conse-
quences in Cameron County. A survey of Cameron
County residents is also used to determine their experi-
ences with environmental effects resulting from SpaceX

activities.

POWER ELITE THEORY

Dombhoff (1967), building on the work of Mills (1956)
and his work on the power elite, outlines his class dom-
inance theory arguing that power is highly concentrated
in the United States and that the state is controlled by
a dominant social class that utilizes the state to achieve
its objectives. Those at the apex of the power structure
are the wealthiest Americans, who make up a small
0.5% of the population but hold immense power. The
top 0.5% include owners and managers of several thou-
sand large corporations, banks, and real estate compa-
nies that Domhoff (2014) argues are the most powerful
group in the United States, and they shape government
policy through a network of for-profit and nonprofit
organizations.

Domboff (2014 ) focuses on how a nationwide corpo-
rate community including large corporations, banks, and
stockbrokers on Wall Street, military contractors,
accounting firms, and law firms, in conjunction with
power elites, defined as foundations, think tanks, and
policy-discussion groups in the policy planning network,
provide the organizational basis for an institutionalized

leadership group for the corporate rich, through lobbying,
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opinion shaping, candidate selection, and the policy for-
mulation process. These actors work to promote and
protect the corporate-conservative alliance over the
labor-liberal alliance on issues including, “wages and prof-
its, the rate and progressivity of taxation, the usefulness of
labor unions, and the degree to which business should be
regulated by government” (Domhoff, 2014, p. xvi).
Dombhoff (2014) argues that the corporate community
and the power elite build upon their powerbases which
include structural power, status power, expert power, as
a source of policy recommendations, and their success in
the electoral arena to dominate the federal, state, and local
governments on the issues they care about.

Dombhoff (2014) argues that one method of influence
utilized by the power elite at the federal and state levels is
the special-interest process in which the power elite, cor-
porations, and specific business sectors formulate policy
proposals and attempt to implement them by lobbying
legislatures and executive agencies. Lobbying involves fre-
quent personal contact with elected officials and the pro-
vision of information and financial support the lobbyists
have to offer to encourage support favorable to their
clients. Lobbyists from corporations, law firms, and trade
associations, working through the special interest process,
play a vital role in shaping federal and state government
policies on narrow issues of concern to specific corpora-
tions and business sectors.

The power elite also has considerable influence at local
levels of government. The general public’s lack of interest
in local politics, which is backed by data indicating turn-
out in local elections is significantly lower than that state
and national elections (Wood, 2002), creates opportuni-
ties for the elite and business interests to prevail in local
policy decisions. Peterson (1981) argues that since citizen
involvement in local politics is nominal, underprivileged
groups are relegated to formal political processes, while
more economically prosperous groups have informal
access to decision-makers. As a result, local leaders are
more motivated to promote policies in the economic
interests of their cities rather than redistributive policies,
which are typically counter to the economic interests of
the city.

The elite theory of local politics contends that com-
munity power is disproportionately distributed toward
the wealthy few, and local policy formation is controlled
by a relatively small number of very powerful individuals
or groups whose dominant interest is business (Domhoff,
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2007; Hunter, 1953). Growth coalition theory contends
that local power structures are coalitions of land-based
and associated businesses, which are focused on making
local land more profitable. According to Gendron and
Dombhoff (2009, p. 7), at the core of local power struc-
tures are a set of real estate owners whose goal is to
increase the value of land by enticing businesses, govern-
ment agencies, educational institutions, residents, and
tourists to the region. Growth coalitions fashion them-
selves as a responsible citizens and present profitable
endeavors to the general public as economic growth
opportunities, in particular job creation (Gendron &
Dombhoff, 2009). They also emphasize the need to pursue
“value-free development,” which involves utilizing the
land to its best and highest use even if it is at the expense
of existing neighborhoods (Logan & Molotch, 1987).

The growth machine concept further refines local elite
theory and contends that the combination of land devel-
opers, commercial interests, local government, and entre-
preneurial coalitions play a decisive role in shaping local
governance and policy priorities (Logan & Molotch,
1987; Molotch, 1976; Molotch & Logan, 1996). Mem-
bers of the growth coalitions are able to dominate most
city governments and turn cities into growth machines.
Over time, pro-growth real estate owners and their allies,
including public utilities, mortgage bankers, retailers, and
newspaper publishers, begin to attract a set of staunch
opponents, who are most often neighborhood members
and environmentalists who push back against policies and
projects supported by the growth coalition (Gendron &
Domhoff, 2009). Often assisting these groups are femin-
ists and liberals who have chosen to advocate at the local
level for lower-income residents or for social justice issues
(Dombhoff, 2014).

We seek to build upon this literature by examining the
influence that SpaceX and the power elite have at the
federal, state, and local levels to achieve favorable out-
comes for the company and capital at the expense of the

environment and the residents of Cameron County.

METHODOLOGY

In order to assess SpaceX’s impact on Cameron County,
we utilize a number of methods including semi-structured
interviews; a survey of Cameron County residents;
national, regional, and local newspapers; and online pub-
lications to examine how the elite and different levels of

government worked together to bring SpaceX to



Cameron County in order to understand the connections
between the power elite.

For the semi-structured interviews, we created a list of
10 questions (see Appendix 1) and in December 2022 held
in-person and Zoom interviews with eight key Cameron
County stakeholders including city commissioners from
Brownsville, Texas, the largest city in the region, real estate
developers, local journalists, and environmentalists in order
to gain insight on activities and changes in the county
related to SpaceX’s arrival to the region.

To determine the impact that the arrival of SpaceX has
had on the residents of Cameron County, we received
funding through a grant sponsored by the University of
Texas Rio Grande Valley with matching funds from
George Mason University to commission a survey. The
survey was conducted by The Center for Survey Research
and Policy Analysis at the University of Texas Rio Grande
Valley with a total of 665 Cameron County, Texas, resi-
dents surveyed by phone in Spring 2023. Respondents
were asked 32 questions (see Appendix 2) concerning
issues including environmental damage, gentrification,
and corruption in order to gauge their experience and
opinions about SpaceX’s role and activities in the region.
Questions in the survey highlighted in this study include
those concerning the direct impact that citizens living
near the launchpad have faced, citizens” experiences with
road closures restricting access to popular public recrea-
tion sites including Boca Chica Beach, Boca Chica Beach
State Park, and Boca Chica Wildlife Refuge, and citizens’
perceptions of the environmental impacts SpaceX has had
on the region.

In order to examine the factors that led SpaceX to
choose the Cameron County launch site and actions
taken by local, state, and federal entities and officials,
we relied on press accounts. Local publications utilized
include The Brownsville Herald, The Valley Morning Star,
and KRGV.com. For state-level coverage, we used articles
from The Texas Tribune, Texas Public Radio, Texas Stan-
dard, and San Antonio Express News. National outlets
referenced include The New York Times, The Washington
Post, The Wall Street Journal, and CNN.

SPACEX AND THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

Elon Musk, currently the world’s richest man with an
estimated worth of US$227.9 billion (Forbes, 2023),
founded SpaceX in 2002 to create affordable space com-
mercial flight and to establish a colony on Mars. SpaceX

manufactures spacecraft, rocket engines, and launches
spacecraft.! SpaceX rockets carry astronauts and cargo
into space for NASA, place satellites into orbit for itself
and commercial customers, and takes part in national
security missions for the U.S. government.

As a space access company, SpaceX was in a favorable
position to take advantage of the opportunities that the
lack of a shuttle program, which flew its final mission in
2011, provided to the commercial space program. The
looming end of the shuttle program resulted in a renewed
effort for NASA and the private space sector to work
together causing a decentralization in space policy, known
as the “new space” approach, which emphasizes public-
private partnerships with the government providing funds
to supplement investment by private companies who in
turn are allowed to design, produce, and own the products
(Weinzierl, 2018).

In this new commercial space race, Elon Musk had
a clear advantage in a key government agency that would
greatly assist the company. In 2002, shortly before the
founding of SpaceX, Elon Musk and Michael Griffith
who were the president and Chief Operating Officer of
In-Q-Tel, a venture capital company created and funded
by the Central Intelligence Agency, traveled together to
Russia in Musk’s failed attempt to purchase interconti-
nental ballistic missiles to jump-start his company (Seed-
house, 2022). Musk and Griffith remained in touch and
their relationship continued with Griffith serving as a con-
sultant of SpaceX in 2002 (Friedman, 2003). On April
15, 2005, Griffith was appointed as NASA administrator
and § days later Griffith and Musk met at NASA head-
quarters (MacLeod, 2022).

In 2006, SpaceX was awarded its first NASA contract
for US$396 million through the Commercial Orbital
Transportation Services (COTS), a federal seed money
program devised and funded by Griffith to provide cargo
delivery to the International Space Station (MacLeod,
2022). In 2008, Administrator Griffith would award
SpaceX an additional US$1.6 billion contract for cargo
service, a contract that Musk asserts saved the company
which was on the verge of bankruptcy at the time,
“I would like to start off by saying what a tremendous
honor it has been to work with NASA. And to acknowl-
edge the fact that we could not have started SpaceX, nor
could we have reached this point without the help of

I. It is also a satellite company; its Starlink system provides satellite-
based internet service.
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NASA” (Seedhouse, 2022, p. 20). SpaceX’s relationship
with NASA has continued to grow; in 2022 it became
NASA’s second largest vendor at US$2.04 billion sur-
passing Boeing to become the first “new space” corpora-
tion to surpass the traditional “old space” companies and
is NASA’s largest for-profit, nonacademic vendor (Berger,
2022). NASA is reliant on SpaceX as it is currently the
only U.S. company that can transport American astro-
nauts to the International Space Station. Recent reporting
by The Wall Street Journal indicates that SpaceX has a “de
facto” monopoly on rocket launches providing 66% of
flights from American launch sites in 2022 and has
already launched 88% of all U.S. launches in the first 6
month of 2023, a trend that is expected to continue in
the foreseeable future as the company has no viable
domestic competition (Maidenberg, 2023).

In addition to his personal connection to a key federal
bureaucracy official, SpaceX also relies heavily on the spe-
cial interest process in order to influence lawmakers and
agencies on legislation and regulation that serves the com-
pany’s interests and to compete for government contracts.
SpaceX’s influence machine in Washington, DC, has
grown; in 2003 the company hired one lobbyist and
spent US$36,000 lobbying the Department of Defense,
in 2022 the company hired 44 lobbyists, spent US$2.7
million, and lobbied 16 federal agencies (Open Secrets,
2023). From 2003 to the first quarter of 2023, SpaceX
has spent over US$24.9 million dollars on federal lobby-
ing cfforts (Open Secrets, 2023). The Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA), which is responsible for protect-
ing the public with respect to commercial space launches,
including licensing and permitting launches, has long
been a target of SpaceX’s lobbying efforts. SpaceX first
lobbied the FAA in 2005; in 2007 it resumed its lobby-
ing of the FAA and has continued to lobby the agency
every year since (Open Secrets, 2023).

The FAA was a critical agency to SpaceX, particularly
regarding its proposed spaceport on Boca Chica Beach in
Cameron County. On September 22, 2014, SpaceX
broke ground on a new spaceport facility at Boca Chica.
The groundbreaking followed the successful completion
of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) in coordi-
nation with the Federal Aviation Administration’s Office
of Commercial Space Transportation (FAA-AST), and
the commitment of millions of dollars in financial assis-
tance from Texas and Cameron County. Elon Musk’s
2018 announcement of the company’s plan to launch the
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Starship Heavy from the Boca Chica site required the
company to modify its existing license with the FAA
which included the need for a new Programmatic Envi-
ronmental Assessment (PEA) to access the impact of the
larger and more powerful rocket. In June 2022, the FAA
released the final PEA determining that Starship launches
would not result in significant environmental effects;
however, it required the company to take mitigating
actions to limit launch impact (Chang, 2022).

SPACEX AND THE TEXAS GOVERNMENT

SpaceX engaged in a full court lobbying effort to ensure
the state would produce policy that would convince the
company to pick Boca Chica Beach, Texas, as its private
spaceport. Josh Havens, an aide to Texas Governor Rick
Perry, notes that SpaceX officials contacted the governor’s
office in 2011 expressing interest in a site on Boca Chica
Beach, located near Brownsville, in Cameron County
(Preston & Tillman, 2014). The governor’s office con-
tacted Gilberto Salinas, who was then the executive vice
president of the Brownsville Economic Development
Council (BEDC), and 3 weceks later he along with four
others from Brownsville, met with Musk at the company’s
headquarters in Hawthorne, California, where he
expressed interest in building the world’s first commercial
rocket launchpad in Cameron County if Texas
was able to offer a competitive package (Preston & Till-
man, 2014 ).

Gilberto Salinas believed that bringing SpaceX to
Cameron County would be a positive development not-
ing, “It made me want the project, I thought, if we're not
going to go all out for this project, which one will we go
all out for?” (Preston & Tillman, 2014, para. 20). In June
2012, Elon Musk met with Governor Perry in Austin in
order to discuss the economic incentives the state would
provide as well as legislation that would be required by the
company in order to secure a launch site for SpaceX with
Musk commenting that although South Texas was the
leading candidate for the site, other locations remained
in the running (ABC7, 2012).

Around the same time as the meeting with Perry, The
Brownsville Herald reported that SpaceX began buying
land in Cameron County, purchasing a half-acre lot in
June for US$2,500, and two additional purchases made at
auctions in September 2012 with one lot purchased for
US$6,400 and another for US$15,000; while local offi-
cials cautioned that the purchases did not mean the



company was coming, then Cameron County Judge
Carlos Cascos, Republican, noted, “It is a good sign”
(Perez-Trevino, 2012, para. I). Any final approval regard-
ing the site placement hinged upon the FAA, which was
actively conducting an environmental and safety review of
SpaceX’s application; the proposed site is adjacent to two
state parks including Brazos State Park and Boca Chica
State Park, the Boca Chica Wildlife Preserve, the Las
Palomas Wildlife Management Area, Isla Blanca Park,
as well as a small residential neighborhood known as Boca
Chica Village.

In addition to property purchases, November 2012
marked the first time that Musk made contributions to
politicians in Cameron County, donating US$1,000 to
Texas House Representative Rene Oliveira, Democrat,
US$1,000 to Texas House Representative Eddie Lucio,
III, Democrat, and US$2,000 to Texas State Senator
Eddie Lucio, Jr, Democrat; in the following month, the
lawmakers were actively pursuing state funding options
for the upcoming legislative session in order to entice
SpaceX to Cameron County (Markay, 2014; Rauf,
2013a). Representative Oliveira would go on to become
SpaceX’s key “cheerleader”/supporter in the legislature
(Rauf, 2013a). Oliveira viewed lawmakers’ efforts as essen-
tial in order to craft a deal that would be competitive as
there were concerns over Florida’s US$20 million com-
mercial space recruitment fund noting, “For us to be
competitive with other states, we have to make this attrac-
tive, we've heard numbers from other states that are pretty
aggressive” (Preston & Tillman, 2014, para. 26).

As the 83rd Texas legislative session approached,
SpaceX ramped up its political outreach by hiring Deme-
trius McDaniel of Greenberg Traurig LLP, considered to
be one of the most prominent lobbyists in the state,
spending approximately US$219,000 on lobbying efforts
including trips, gifts, and entertainment for legislators,
a considerable departure from the 2011 session when it
had a contract with one lobbyist spending less than
US$25,000 (Rauf, 2013b). The 2013 lobbying effort
directly targeted members in positions who had consider-
able sway over legislation related to SpaceX.

One target was House Representative Jim Pitts,
Republican and top budget writer on the House Appro-
priations Committee, the committee that would consider
legislation regarding appropriating incentive money in the
2014-2015 state budget to the company. In January

2013, several weeks into the legislative session, Pitts and

his aide were invited on a SpaceX funded trip to Califor-
nia to learn about the company, which included a side
outing to a Lakers game; the trip, according to campaign
finance filings, cost SpaceX US$6,803 (Rauf, 2013b).
Representative Pitts became one of SpaceX’s biggest sup-
porters during the session and he noted, “I have heard
about SpaceX . . . really for the first time this session. ..
this is our opportunity. It’s going to be like bringing
NASA to the Valley” (Rauf, 2013b, para. 7).

On March 8, Elon Musk spoke at a hearing before
Pitts and other members of the House Appropriations
Committee alongside Representative Oliveira and
a SpaceX lobbyist to encourage lawmakers to support
SpaceX incentive funding noting, “Any support Texas
can offer would be helpful,” Musk said at the hearing
noting while Texas was the leading candidate, “We are
absolutely looking at other locations” (Preston & Till-
man, 2014, para. 23). The committee and full legislature
went on to approve a US$15 million appropriation to
the Spaceport Trust Fund in the 2014-2015 budget,
which was approved by Governor Perry (Preston & Till-
man, 2014).

Shortly after the California trip, SpaceX courted mem-
bers of the House Economic and Small Business Devel-
opment Committee by inviting committee chairman
Representative John Davis, Republican, as well as five
lawmakers and three staffers from the committee to tour
the SpaceX facility in McGregor (Rauf, 2013b). Repre-
sentative Davis would end up sponsoring House Bill
1791, which would grant companies like SpaceX immu-
nity from liability for damages resulting from nuisance
related to spacecraft testing, launch, reentry, or landing
and would not allow people to seek injunctive relief to
stop spaceflight activities (Rauf, 2013a). Representative
Davis, who worked with SpaceX officials to draft the
legislation noted, “This bill is a must. They gotta have
that. You don’t want people to shut you down if someone
objects to the sound” (Rauf, 20133, para. 7). Texas House
Bill 1791 was voted out of the committee and ultimately
signed into law by Governor Perry.

The final piece of legislation that SpaceX needed
passed, House Bill 2623, was written and sponsored by
Representative Oliveira. It would amend the 1959 Texas
Open Beach Act, which keeps beaches open to the public,
in order to permit the Cameron County Commissioners
Court to limit access to land within a 3-mile radius of the
launch site during rocket liftoffs. Senator Eddie Lucio Jr.
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wrote its Senate companion bill (Markay, 2014 ). The law,
which was signed by Governor Perry on May 2013, allows
for up to 12 beach closures a year for rocket launches and
prohibits beach closures during Memorial and Labor Day
holidays unless approved by the general land office.
SpaceX’s lobbying efforts paid off as the legislature and
governor delivered; in its report on the 83rd Texas legis-
lative session, Greenberg Traurig LLP, the lobbying firm
hired by the company, highlighted the legislative achieve-
ments it helped SpaceX accomplish in the session (Green-
bcrg Traurig LLP, 2013).

SPACEX SUPPORT FROM THE GROWTH
COALITION IN CAMERON COUNTY

Key city and county officials knew about SpaceX’s interest
in Cameron County for a private spaceport in 2011,
however the project was not mentioned publicly until
April 10, 2012, when The Brownsville Herald published
an article of a notice in the Federal Register revealing that
the area was in contention for a vertical launch area
(VLA) and a control center to support up to 12 annual
commercial launches of the Falcon 9, Falcon Heavy and
smaller reusable, suborbital launch vehicles (Clark, 2012).
From the outset, the arrival of SpaceX was framed as a
job creation opportunity by members of the Cameron
County growth coalition.

Work by Pipkin (2012, p. 192) on studying the under-
lying cause of economic development differences between
McAllen and Brownsville indicates that elites in Browns-
ville are oriented toward a “pro-business” prospective and
have not successfully integrated “pro-labor, pro-poor,
and poor-environment groups into its administrative and
planning agendas.” We interviewed local journalist Gaige
Davila, who covers the region for Texas Public Radio, and
he echoed that observation:

SpaceX does not seem to receive any opposition from
local leadership. They only receive opposition from local
activists who, of course, are ignored or treated unfairly
by the police that believes that they should be arrested.
This is happening . . . the advocates are not being
listened ro. And at first, they were somewhat successful
trying to talk with local leaders. For example, Eddie
Trevino bad promised Dr. Christopher Basaldu—uwho is
a member of the Carrizo Comecrudo Tribe and

a Native American Studies Scholar, and their tribal
leader, Juan Mancias, a meeting to talk about
SpaceX—because the tribe was never consulted. The
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activists had been pushing for this meeting in order to
convey something that the community wants. But in the
end, there was no meeting. Nothing has happened.
(Davila, 2022)

Gilbert Salinas, executive vice president of the BEDC,
said in a meeting before the Brownsville City Commis-
sion, “This is money from the heavens,” noting that if the
company decides to build such a launch site in Browns-
ville, “It could cut the area’s unemployment rate by
at least 1% and would bring 600 direct jobs to the city
with a minimum average salary of $55,000” (Clark, 2012,
para. 6).

On May 4, 2012, the Brownsville City Commission
passed a unanimous resolution supporting SpaceX com-
ing to the city and Mayor Tony Martinez highlighted the
hundreds of jobs it could bring noting that, “It’s a win-
win situation for everyone,” and he encouraged city com-
missioners to talk to their constituents and rally support
for the company (Martinez, 20124, para. 2).

Most of the Brownsville City Commissioners at the
time including the mayor were and are members of the
growth coalition as small business owners, real estate own-
ers, and real estate investors (Sheridan, 2022b), and they
and others in the coalition continually highlighted their
support for the project emphasizing the need for the
community to support the company. As noted by Gilbert
Salinas:

If the people in Brownsville come out and say not in my

backyard, that just might kill the whole deal. The owner
of the company has told us that he prefers to go into

a community that would appreciate this. Brownsville’s

attitude could be if it’s too good to be true, it’s too good
to be true, and we are here trying to tell them this is not
the project we are waiting for, this is the opportunity we

are waiting for. (Martinez, 2012b, para. 38-39)

In order to encourage the company to pick the region,
The Greater Brownsville Incentives Corporation, a non-
profit organization created to oversee the disbursement of
a % cent sales tax collected in the city of Brownsville,
awarded SpaceX a US$s million job creation credit as
an incentive for it to choose it for its launch site (Sher-
idan, 2022a). In our interview with Brownsville City
Commissioner, Nurith Galonsky-Pizana, she highlighted
the rationale behind luring companies like SpaceX to the
region, “In order to promote development, governments

change their ordinances for noise and other effects by the



company’s actions, concede tax abatements and provide
other incentives. In this region, they’ve been very flexible
with the company [SpaceX] because they want to see it
thrive with the idea that the community will thrive”
(Galonsky-Pizana, 2022).

Members of the Cameron County government also
expressed support for the company coming to the region.
In a 2012 interview, Cameron County Precinct 1 Com-
missioner Sofia C. Benavides, one of several Cameron
County officials invited to SpaceX’s corporate headquar-
ters, noted that she was initially concerned of the launch
site (which would be in her precinct) due to the potential
impact it could have on wildlife and people that visit Boca
Chica beach (Martinez, 2012b). However, the commis-
sioner indicates her visit to SpaceX’s launch site at Van-
denberg Air Force Base changed her mind and she was
excited about SpaceX coming, “What it would do for our
local job market, our schools and our higher education
institutions, to be able to partner and to be able to
develop programs” (Martinez, 2012b, para. 33).

The Cameron County Commissioner’s Court
approved several initiatives to encourage SpaceX’s arrival.
In 2013, upon the request of the company, the commis-
sion voted to close two roads on the land that would be
used in future launches with County Judge Carlos Cascos
stating, “We're doing everything from our part that needs
to be done in order to make sure that our area is selected
by the SpaceX folks” (Perez-Trevino, 2013, para. 4). Also,
in that year the Court created the new Cameron County
Spaceport Development Corporation, whose goal is to
help establish a commercial launch facility on the Texas
Gulf Coast for use by SpaceX and to entice other space
companies to the region (Reagan, 2013 ). In August 2014,
following SpaceX’s announcement that Cameron County
would be home to the launch site, the commission
approved a 10-year county tax abatement and economic
agreement with the company (Hutchinson, 2014).

In 2018, Musk announced that the Boca Chica site
would now support launches of the much larger Starship,
rather than the Falcon rockets since the company had
sufficient Falcon 9 capability at Cape Canaveral and Van-
denberg Air Force Base (Block § Phone Presser, 2018). In
July 2022, the commission voted unanimously to support
SpaceX’s plan to launch the Starship super heavy rocket,
instead of the Falcons, despite protests from community
members, and approved the abandonment of a portion of
four additional county roads near the facility (Rosales,

2022). In our interview, Gaige Davila, local reporter for
Texas Public Radio noted that at the meeting,

Activist Emma Guevara, who is the Sierva Club’s
Brownsville organizer, took over 300 public comments
and placed a physical copy of them on each of the
commissioners’ desks. These were all public comments
against SpaceX. And this discussion was about the roads
that they were thinking of abandoning to Space X. Of
course, it passed; the roads were abandoned . .. Yeah,
they were abandoned. They are smart. They're attorneys.
They're developers. They know how to do this stuff
politically. But that just goes to show you that they, they
do not listen. They, they do not care. (Davila, 2022)

NEIGHBORHOOD OPPOSITION TO SPACEX

IN CAMERON COUNTY

Despite the use of a discourse about job creation and
economic development, according to Gendron and
Dombhoff (2009), local power structures often face con-
siderable opposition when their projects affect neighbor-
hoods due to the negative implications that such
developments often bring, which can include new com-
mercial development, new road construction, increased
traffic, industrial pollution, noise, and other adverse fac-
tors. This pattern continued regarding SpaceX’s arrival to
Cameron County with many residents of the unincorpo-
rated neighborhood of Boca Chica Village, which is 1.5
miles from the SpaceX site, expressing concerns of how
the company’s arrival would impact their lives. In an
interview with The Brownsville Herald upon hearing
about SpaceX’s interest in the area, Pat Bellovary, an
owner of a home in the village for 30 years and who lives
in the neighborhood seasonally, was not pleased about the
site potentially being in his backyard, and Terry Heaton,
a 12-year resident who lives at the village year-round
noted, “To have it out here, I am not too thrilled about.
We like the solitude that we have out here, and I think if
they would put something like that out here, it would
change everything” (Martinez, 2012a, para. 12).

The company officially broke ground on the site in
2014. However, Boca Chica Village residents indicate
that the activity picked up following the company’s plan
to use the site for the Super Heavy. Then they began to
experience considerable disruptions to their daily lives—
including being required to pass through SpaceX manned
checkpoints during launch operations to access their

homes, 24-h noise from construction equipment,
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industrial lighting at the site at night, and construction
trash blowing into their yards (Koren, 2020). In August
2019, prior to the test of the Starhopper, residents of the
village were visited by the Cameron County sheriff who
handed out flyers indicating a pending launch and noting
that a siren would sound during liftoff, signaling residents
to exit their homes with pets due to the risk of a potential
malfunction of the craft that could result in broken win-
dows to surrounding property (Wattles, 2019). Prior to
the flight, the FAA required SpaceX to purchase addi-
tional liability insurance—from US$3 million to US$100
million (Koren, 2020).

In order to assess the impact that SpaceX has had on
residents, we took a survey of 665 Cameron County
residents, which was conducted by the Center for Survey
Research and Policy Analysis at the University of Texas
Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV) in Spring 2023. Responses
reveal that 40.8% of residents surveyed indicated that
they live close to the SpaceX facility. Out of those resi-
dents, 1.4% noted that they have experienced launch
debris on their property, 1% indicated property damage
due to launch debris, and 2.4% experienced property
damage as a result of sonic booms. In the survey, property
owners also experienced access issues with §.7% reporting
that road closures have limited access to their property
and 1.9 % indicating that road removals had limited access
to their property. In addition, 4% of respondents who
live near the facility reported environmental damage as
a result of SpaceX’s activities (see Appendix 3).

A few weeks following the Starhopper launch, SpaceX
reached out to property owners in Boca Chica Village by
letter offering to purchase their homes due to the contin-
ued disruptions and safety concerns that its activities pro-
duced (and that would increase over time); the letters
included contracts offering to buy their homes for three
times more than the appraised value as well as invitations
to private VIP launches of Starship to those who agreed to
sell (Koren, 2020). Many residents signed contracts;
however, there are estimated to be at least seven property
owners who have refused to sell out (Keates & Maremont,
2021). Village resident Mary McConnaughry, who has
rejected SpaceXs offers to sell, sums up the sentiment
of the holdouts, “They’re here to stay and they want us
to leave” (Koren, 2020, para. §).

The Bloomer family received an email from SpaceX’s
senior director of finance David Finlay in September
2020 confirming its final offer for their home warning
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that it was in a hazard zone, “in which no civilian would
be permitted to remain” and that the company may need
to pursue “alternative approaches” in order to be able
safely launch (Keates & Maremont, 2021, para.
37-38)—an offer Mrs. Bloomer refused. After rejecting
multiple offers to sell, the Workmans’ received a phone
call with a new offer indicating that they had a week to
respond or SpaceX would pursue a different route; the
couple declined the offer and continued living in the
village (Keates & Maremont, 2021). Although SpaceX
uses safety concerns as a rationale for the buyouts, in
2020—around the same time the company began ramp-
ing up their buyout offers to residents—it was advertising
for a resort manager who would be responsible for plan-
ning kayaking and volleyball tournaments to turn Boca
Chica into, “An epic place to live and work” (Keates &
Maremont, 2021, para. 38).

Although Elon Musk expressed his interest to incor-
porate the neighborhood into SpaceX’s own city (Star-
base) in a March 2021 tweet, and current Cameron
County Judge Eddie Trevino said he discussed the possi-
bility of incorporation with SpaceX officials prior to the
tweet (Keates & Maremont, 2021), there is no evidence
that any official attempt to do so by the company has
occurred. Holdout residents could still be forced to move
under eminent domain, and Judge Trevino has indicated
that it remains a possibility noting, “The remaining Boca
Chica Village residents might need to leave for their own
safety ... you don’t want individuals near rocket ships
being tested and landing. We don’t want anyone to get
hurt” (Keates & Maremont, 2021, para. 13).

ENVIRONMENTAL OPPOSITION TO SPACEX

IN CAMERON COUNTY

In addition to neighborhood opposition, environmental
concerns regarding SpaceX were raised shortly after it was
revealed that the company was considering the region.
The area is home to the biodiverse Lower Laguna Madre,
the largest and southernmost estuary along the Gulf of
Mexico, which contains unique flora and fauna and
houses federally endangered species including the ocelot,
gulf coast jaguarundi, piping plover, snowy plover, brown
pelican, whooping crane, bald eagle, peregrine falcon, least
tern, reddish egrets, white-tailed hawks, and several types
of endangered sea turtles including Kemp’s Ridley sea
turtles which nest in the region more than at any other
location in the United States (Guerrero et al., 2022). The



Lower Laguna Madre includes several unique ecosystems
including one of only five hypersaline lagoons in the
world (Tunnell et al, 2001), Padre Island, Boca Chica
Beach, the Bahia Grande, and South Bay, and it contains
eight major habitats including jettied tidal inlets, seagrass,
oyster reefs, mangroves, salt marsh, wind-tidal flats,
dredge material islands, and open-bay bottom (Guerrero
et al, 2022).

The area is a crucial habitat and nursery for marine
animals such as blue crabs and shrimp and houses 131
fish species with five species of fish threatened or endan-
gered (Campbell, 2003). It is also home to approxi-
mately §4 taxa that are endemic to Texas (Carr,
2019), and it is the nesting ground to 77% of the North
American wintering population of redhead duck (Guer-
rero et al., 2022). It provides the largest continuous
expanse of suitable habitats for migrating birds in North
America between the northern breeding grounds and
the wintering grounds in South America accounting for
80% of all Texas seagrass beds, providing a key habitat
to a large variety of colonial waterbird rookeries (Guer-
rero et al., 2022).

Given the region’s diverse wildlife and habitats, envir-
onmentalists have raised concerns about the threats that
the launch site poses to the wildlife and their habitats.
The ecosystem provides a number of important func-
tions to the community including raw materials and
seafood, breeding habitats for aquatic life, tourism, rec-
reation, education, and research benefits, as well as
a coastal storm barrier to provide coastal protection to
mitigate tropical storms and coastal flooding (Barbier
et al,, 2011). Ecotourism is very important for the region
with the Rio Grande Valley, as a key area for migratory
birds, and it is considered to be the one of the top bird-
ing sites in North America which brings in thousands of
people generating between US$100 million and
US$170 million per year and employing several thou-
sand people (Chapa, 2004).

The interaction between flora and fauna in the region
is essential for the proper functioning of the ecosystem
and environmentalists are concerned that the elimination
of the habitats and wildlife through the activities of
SpaceX, including noise, air, light pollution, as well as
debris, fires, and particulates, will result in the loss of
genes, species, and biological traits that contribute to the
biodiversity of the area (Adebayo, 2019). The fears are
compounded given that a number of endangered species

that call the area home. Boca Chica Beach is a key nesting
location for the critically endangered Kemp Ridley sea
turtle and the use of 24-h industrial lighting has been
shown to cause hatchlings to become misoriented, moving
in the wrong direction and interferes with their ability to
orient in a continual direction resulting in them being
unable to find the water resulting in hatchling deaths due
to dehydration and predators (Witherington et al,, 2014).
Endangered birds that nest in the area, including the
piping plover, also face threats from light and noise pol-
lution which can impact the reproduction success of birds
by causing early nesting (Senzaki et al., 2020). Debris and
particulate matter caused by launches are also harmful to
birds, impacting nesting grounds, upsetting their environ-
mental sensory perception, as well as damaging their respi-
ratory systems (Richard et al, 2021). Additionally, the
area is home to one of only two ocelot populations in
the United States and presence of the SpaceX site poses
a risk due to increased vehicle traffic which is a leading
cause of ocelot deaths, and fencing which can limit the
range and habitat of the animals (Janecka et al,, 2012).

The group Environment Texas launched an online
petition in June 2012 to stop the launchpad raising con-
cerns that the industrialization of the site would endanger
wildlife in the region. Luke Metzger, director of the
group, noted that the Texas Parks and Wildlife Depart-
ment, in letter to the FAA, indicated that the project
would result in, “Noise, heat, vibration, fencing and haz-
ardous material spills’ from the project that could harm
endangered and threatened species and diminish the value
of Boca Chica State Park and the Lower Rio Grande
Valley National Wildlife Refuge” (Martinez, 2012, para.
18). Our survey of Cameron County residents reflects this
sentiment with 44% of those surveyed indicating that
SpaceX has contributed to environmental damage in the
community (see Appendix 4).

In October 2021, in response to road closures by
SpaceX which block Highway 4, the only access to Boca
Chica Beach, local environmental group SaveRGV filed
suit against Cameron County and the Texas General
Land Office arguing that the amount of beach closures
violated the Texas Constitution, which was amended in
2009 to include the Open Beaches Act protections. In an
interview with Texas Standard, SaveRGV board member
Mary Angela Branch noted how the shutdowns had
become a burden to the community and they impeded
on citizens’ rights of free beach access (Cabrera, 2021).
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SaveRGV ultimately lost their lawsuit. In June 2022,
Cameron Court’s 445th district court ruled for the
defendants, Cameron County and the Texas General
Land Office, arguing that the group “lacked standing” and
that Cameron County’s decisions have “legislative
immunity” (Von Preysing, 2022, para. §). Our survey
indicates that Cameron County residents have been
impacted by the numerous road closures with §6% indi-
cating that SpaceX’s activities have resulted in road clo-
sures that has limited access to public beaches in the
community (see Appendix §).

Environmentalists also came out to oppose the com-
pany’s change in plans to turn the site into a launch
facility for the Starship super heavy rocket, the most pow-
erful rocket to ever be built with a total of 33 engines. In
October 2021, the FAA held two virtual hearings as part
of their Environmental Assessment collecting public com-
ment regarding the impact that the launches of the larger
rocket would have at the site. Sharon Wilcoxx, senior
Texas representative for Defenders of Wildlife, said her
organization is, “Deeply concerned about the direct, indi-
rect and cumulative impacts.. . . including unplanned fires,
debris fall and debris removal” (Mack, 2021, para. 8).
Other environmentalists at the hearings implored the
FAA to require the company to complete a full EIS
(Berger, 2021a).

In June 2022, the FAA released its final PEA to assess
the impact, determining that Starship launches would
not result in significant environmental effects; however,
it required the company to take 75 mitigating actions to
limit launch impact including, “monitoring of vegeta-
tion and wildlife by a biologist, coordination with state
and federal agencies to remove launch debris from sen-
sitive habitats, and adjustment of lighting to lessen
impact on wildlife and a nearby beach” (Chang, 2022,
para. 3). Jim Chapman, a board member of the Cameron
County environmental group SaveRGV, expressed dis-
appointment at the FAA’s decision, “For them to say
there is no significant impact is ludicrous. The impacts
are simply too large. We still feel that way. The FAA
should have recognized that” (Chang, 2022, para. 6). On
April 14, 2023, the FAA approved a test flight of the
rocket noting, “After a comprehensive license evaluation
process, the FAA determined SpaceX met all safety,
environmental, policy, payload, airspace integration, and
financial responsibility requirements” (Wattles, 2023,

para. 4).
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On April 20, 2023, in anticipation of SpaceX’s first
launch of the Starship, 27 Rio Grande Valley based orga-
nizations released a letter in opposition to the launch
arguing that it would, “Increase the size and scale of
SpaceX’s already damaging impacts on nearby communi-
ties, wildlife, and the environment” (Rio Grande Valley
Community, 2023). On April 20, 2023, SpaceX
launched the most powerful rocket ever from Boca Chica
Beach and after a brief ascent it exploded in flight prior to
reaching orbit. In Port Isabel, a city 6 miles from the site,
residents began reporting on social media that they saw
“particulates” or “ash” settling onto homes, cars, and
streets (De La Rosa, 2023, para. 3). Eric Roesch, an expert
in environmental compliance and risk assessment who
tracks SpaceX’s launches noted that, “The presence of
that dust kind of indicates to me that the impact model-
ing was inadequate, because this was not really disclosed as
a possible impact” (Albeck-Ripka, 2023, para. 15). In
addition to the dust, Louis Balderas who owns a company
that films SpaceX launches noted that the impact of the
liftoff was something he had never seen, “Bowling ball
sized pieces of concrete that came flying out of the
launchpad area” and that the blast had created a crater
he estimated to be 25 feet deep (Albeck-Ripka, 2023,
para. 10). The launch also caused a 3.5-acre fire in Boca
Chica state park and large concrete chunks and sheets of
stainless steel were found hundreds of feet from the site
(Brasch, 2023).

In May 2023, five environmental groups and the
Carrizo/Comecrudo Tribe of Texas filed a lawsuit against
the FAA over its handling of SpaceX’s April 20 launch
arguing that the agency should have conducted a thorough
environmental impact assessment prior to the launch,
asserting that the FAA essentially delegated the review
to the company rather than undertaking it themselves
(Martinez, 2023). SpaceX joined the suit to assist the
FAA in its fight and in a July 2023 court filing, the FAA
and SpaceX argued that the groups lack legal standing for
their claims and are seeking a dismissal of the lawsuit

(Killelea, 2023).

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES OF

SPACEX IN CAMERON COUNTY

At a 2018 press conference Elon Musk indicated the
company’s plan and regard for the Boca Chica launch site
when he was asked how soon it would be before SpaceX
flights were to take off for the moon or to Mars. In



response, Musk noted the need for test flights first reply-
ing that they were, “Most likely going to happen at our
Brownsville location because we've got a lot of land with
nobody around, and so if it blows up, it’s cool” (SpaceX
Founder’s Comments, 2018, para. §). These remarks were
greatly upsetting to the residents of Boca Chica Village
(SpaceX Founder’s Comments, 2018), which is approxi-
mately 1.5 miles from the launch site, as well as to envir-
onmentalists given that the area is one of the most
biologically diverse in Texas.

David Newstead, an environmental scientist and Direc-
tor of the nongovernmental organization Coastal Bend
Bays and Estuary Program (CBBEP), has been monitoring
the wildlife on Boca Chica Beach since 2017. He discussed
the impact that SpaceX has had on the area, stressing
how the change in the site’s activities from a launchpad
to a testing facility was worrisome particularly given that
the area is home to one of the most important wetlands in
the hemisphere for migratory shorebirds (Newstead,
2022). In our interview with David, he explained the con-
sequences of the shift:

They [SpaceX] bought these properties. They started
building. And there wasn’t really that much impact
until they started testing. So, it took a while before they
got to that point. And they started building the launch
facility. And then they were testing the Star Hopper.
And then later the early prototype, the Starship, which
were all blowing up. That's what they were for. They
were supposed to blow up. But that’s not what was
originally proposed for that site. So originally, they were
supposed to be doing they were supposed to be launching.
They were supposed to be launch site for Falcon 9, for
Falcon Heavy rockets. Those are the ones that they
launched now out of Canaveral ov, you know, on
Florida. And they were supposed to be up to 12 of those
a year. This is a successful rocket that does not blow up,
right? Right. And that’s not at all what they did. That’s
what they sold everybody on. Like a spaceport, right?
And it’s really just a testing facility. Like it’s really, they
turned it into a testing facility. It’s not a minor
modification to their original plan. It’s huge. It changes
the whole environmental scope of what they’re doing.
(Newstead, 2022)

In 2021, the SpaceX had four test flights in which
Starship prototypes were destroyed during launch,
flight, or landing which often resulted in the spread of
debris as well as fires over the launch site impacting

wildlife in the area. We interviewed Erin Sheridan,

who was a journalist for The Brownsville Herald and
was in the city at the time, and she noted the impact
of the SNII protype’s unsuccessful landing attempt on
the March 30 launch:

Huge explosion . . . and it blew debris all the way across
the sound to South Padre Island. And it was buried in
the algal flats out there. And so they, SpaceX, actually
had to take excavators onto the public, the protected
refiuge lands and then dig into those and they form over
thousands of years. And so there’s no replacing them.
You can’t do mitigation measures and there was nobody
monitoring them. (Sheridan, 2022b)

The increase in SpaceX’s activities at the site has
severely disrupted the work of David’s organization due
to the number of road closures, which has limited their
ability to monitor wildlife in the area. Originally, the area
was to be closed for launches 180 h per year, however,
that number has been regularly exceeded and observing of
the closures by CBBEP indicates that in 2022 there were
over 1,000 h of closure (Newstead, 2022). In our inter-
view he highlighted the difficulty the group has in its

ability to monitor wildlife in the area due to the closures:

We have been doing a number of monitoring projects.
When we started doing things down at Boca Chica
more intensively: 2017. So, we started doing monitoring
projects on these species, as well as a few species that
actually nest on the ﬂats out there. And these are the
same projects we’ve been doing up here for many, many
years. E.vsmtial[)l an extension 0f that work. And we
were able to continue it up at least through last year.
And this year it'’s gotten more and more dg’ﬁm[t than we
used because of the access issue. And I would have had
some term on track. Biologist down there just after this
winter is coming summer, last summer, if I could. But if
we can’t guarantee that they can get access to at least
three times a week, which is, I mean, it’s absurd. That’s
not even possible. And then we can’t really do anything.
(Newstead, 2022)

Monitoring work performed by David and others at
the CBBEP at Boca Chica indicates that SpaceXs activ-
ities have had a negative impact on wildlife in the area. In
their survey of the abundance and survival of piping plo-
ver from 2018 to 2021, Newstead and Hill (2022) found
that the population of the birds on Boca Chica decreased
by approximately 54% over the course of 3 years (from
over 300 to below 150) and that the population at the

site is experiencing a downward trend that is significant
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and continuous (Newstead & Hill, 2022). The CBBEP
has also monitor declines in nesting of snowy and wilson’s
plovers at Boca Chica; they observed in five breeding
seasons from 2017 to 2021 and found that that the
population of snowy plovers nesting in the area has
declined significantly throughout the area, and that both
species are now nearly absent from the vicinity of the
VLA, where they were previously common (Coastal Bend
Bays and Estuary Program at Boca Chica, 2021). In our
interview, David commented on the impact of SpaceX’s

activities on birds at the site:

So, the research, it turns out, has shown that those birds
that have been nesting there, nest in those flats, theyve
shown a clear decline and have almost completely
abandoned the area. And it certainly is more for the
area that is closer to the production area and the launch
facility. And we also did some modeling of plover
populations that showed that theyve had a negative
response. (Newstead, 2022)

The downward trend in migrating shorebirds in the
region as a result of SpaceX activities is concerning given
that they are one of the most endangered avian groups in
the world and the Lower Laguna Madre, which include
South Padre Island and Boca Chica Beach, are crucial
wintering and stopover habitats for birds traveling north
and south (Newstead & Hill, 2022). Stopover and win-
tering habitats are important to the lifecycle and repro-
ductive success for migrating birds and habitat loss and
human activities in areas along migratory routes have been
linked to further declines in shorebird populations in the
region that are already endangered including the red knot
(Burger et al,, 2022) and piper plovers raising fears about
the viability of their continued habitation in the area
(Newstead & Hill, 2022).

DISCUSSION

Our findings show how the power elite impacted policy at
the federal, state, and local levels regarding SpaceX’s
arrival to Cameron County as well as environmental pol-
icy concerning the activities at the SpaceX Starbase facility
and the negative neighborhood and environmental con-
sequences of its presence in Cameron County. Our evi-
dence indicates how Elon Musk as CEO of SpaceX and
the power elite used their structural economic power at
multiple levels of government through lobbying, cam-
paign finance, and appointments to key government
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positions to achieve policy outcomes favorable to the
company.

At the federal level, SpaceX had a clear advantage in
the new commercial space race through Michael Griffith,
who was affiliated with SpaceX at its founding and was
asked by Musk to be the Chief Engineer of the company,
a position he declined to become president and Chief
Operating Officer of In-Q-Tel (Berger, 2021b). Michael
Griffitn was appointed as NASA administrator in 200§
by George W. Bush who advocated for public-private
partnerships in the new space race. His appointment
resulted in SpaceX being awarded NASA contracts that
Musk has indicated saved the company. This has resulted
in SpaceX supplanting Boeing to become NASA’s largest
private vendor in 2022, 14 years after winning its first
major NASA contract (Ralph, 2022). Additionally,
SpaceX has attained a monopoly on rocket launches from
the United States (Maidenberg, 2023).

SpaceX also engaged in heavy federal lobbying efforts
spending over US$24.9 million from 2003 to 2023
(Open Secrets, 2023). The FAA was a key target of
SpaceX lobbying and environmental groups and citizens
have criticized the relationship between the two particu-
larly regarding the agency declining to require SpaceX to
apply for a new EIS following the company’s 2018 deci-
sion to launch Starships instead of Falcons from the Boca
Chica site. In 2023, environmental groups filed a lawsuit
against the FAA regarding its failure to require SpaceX to
submit a more comprehensive environmental review argu-
ing that the FAA essentially allowed SpaceX to undertake
the review itself with little agency oversight.

Talks about the project between members of the power
elite and state and local officials began in secret in 2011,
when SpaceX officials privately reached out to Governor
Rick Perry about the Boca Chica site. In 2012 local offi-
cials, including Gilbert Salinas, who was executive vice
president for the BEDC at the time, were treated to an
all SpaceX expenses paid trip to California to discuss the
project and the discussions continued in secret among
a small group of SpaceX, local, and state officials for a year
until The Brownsville Herald published an article in April
2012 indicating that Brownsville was a SpaceX site con-
tender (Martinez, 2014a). In 2014, Gilbert Salinas was
quoted in The Brownsville Herald about the initial secrecy
of the project noting that, “It had been kept under wraps
for a little more than a year, I don’t know how we did
that, because quite a few people knew about the project,



but everybody knew that it was a project of significance”
(Martinez, 2014a).

When Elon Musk visited the 83rd Texas legislative
session on April 20, 2013, to directly lobby for the needed
SpaceX legislation, he made it clear that while the Boca
Chica site was a leading candidate, other locations were
under consideration creating an imperative for state
executives and state legislators to pass the laws that
SpaceX deemed critical to the company’s decision to
make it their launch site. Elon Musk and SpaceX flexed
their structural power at the state level by donating cam-
paign funds to Texas state legislators for the first time
awarding three Texas legislators who would become cru-
cial to passing the legislation. The company paid for lavish
trips for key Texas state officials to SpaceX’s site in
McGregor, Texas, and California, including a L.A. Lakers
game, to influence votes on the pending legislation. The
company also hired Demetrius McDaniel of Greenberg
Traurig LLP, one of the most prominent lobbyist firms in
the state, to ensure that is got the needed policy outcomes.
The power elite and their allies at multiple levels of gov-
ernment were successful, the 83rd Texas Legislature
approved a USS$15 million appropriation to the Spaceport
Trust Fund, House Bill 1791 passed, which granted
SpaceX immunity from liability for damages resulting
from nuisance related to spacecraft testing, launch, reen-
try, or landing, and the 1959 Texas Open Beach Act was
amended, which keeps beaches open to the public, in
order to permit the Cameron County Commissioners
Court to limit access to land within a 3-mile radius of
the launch site during rocket liftoffs.

Our study shows that the power elite was also influen-
tial at the local level regarding SpaceX’s arrival to
Cameron County. Local officials and developers who
we interviewed for this study highlighted that the eco-
nomic growth opportunities that the presence of the com-
pany would provide to region would be beneficial to the
point that the opportunities would mitigate the environ-
mental and neighborhood concerns. Gilbert Salinas indi-
cated cooperation at the multiple levels paid off,

The BEDC has done everything needed on its part,
Salinas said, and so have the other parties involved.
Although the BEDC has worked on many projects across
its 20 years, the SpaceX project could be the “game
changer” for Brownsville, officials say. “It is not the
biggest in capital investment, it’s not the biggest in jobs,
but it is deﬁnitely the bz'ggest Just because of the indu:ﬂy

that it’s in,” Salinas said. “It is the biggest in the sense,
that it is the biggest game-changing project that we have
worked on.” In economic development, when you have
a project that can literally change the face of your
community, change the face of your region, turn it for
the better, for the best, that is usually called a game
changer. It is definitely the biggest, most important
game changing project thar we bave touched. (Martinez,
2014b, para. 10)

Opposition to SpaceX endures at the local level while
the company’s growth plans continue. Although SpaceX
worked to buyout residents in Boca Chica Village, the
number of housing units near the facility are selling fast
and the majority of people living in the neighborhood
now are current SpaceX employees leaving some to refer
to the neighborhood as a company town (Lingle, 2024).
Construction near Starbase has soared and recent news
reports note that SpaceX is planning to develop a16,200-
square-foot facility including a US$13.5 million recreation
center and a US$500,000 sushi restaurant near the
launchpad site on Boca Chica Beach outside Brownsville
in addition to the company’s plans for a US$100 million
office complex, a US$96 million rocket factory, a US$21
million parking garage, a US$15 million restaurant and
retail complex, and several smaller projects with a job
listing for a sushi chef appearing on SpaceX’s careers
website (Lingle, 2024).

Environmental groups continue to protest the com-
pany and have found recent success with the Texas 13th
District Court of Appeals unanimously overturning
a ruling of Cameron County’s 445th state District
Court in a lawsuit brought by SaveRGYV, the Sierra Club
Lone Star Chapter, and the Carrizo/Comecrudo Nation
of Texas Inc. against Cameron County, the Texas Gen-
eral Land Office, and Texas Attorney General Ken Pax-
ton over SpaceX related restrictions to public beach
access (Clark, 2024). The court ruled that the plaintiffs
have jurisdiction to sue noting that, “according to
SaveRGV’s initial petition, the appellees (Cameron
County, etc.) ‘have allowed the closure of Boca Chica
Beach . . . for up to 450 hours per year to allow (SpaceX)
to conduct activities related to space flight launches’
with the court ruling that the Texas Natural Resources
Code (TRNC) statute is unconstitutional because it
violates the Open Beaches Amendment, and further,
that the TRNC Natural Resources Code statute allow-

ing the Texas land commissioner to make rules allowing

A Power Elite Alliance and Local Environmental Policy 13



beach closures for space flight activities also violates the
Open Beaches Amendment, noted the appeals court”

(Clark, 2024, para. 7).

CONCLUSION

This article constitutes an early attempt to examine how
the power elite impact policy at the federal, state, and local
levels, specifically regarding SpaceX’s arrival to Cameron
County, as well as neighborhood and environmental con-
sequences concerning the activities at the SpaceX Starbase
facility, located on Boca Chica Beach, Texas. Elites at the
federal, state, and local level in one of the poorest counties
in the United States took actions to attract SpaceX to the
region in spite of neighborhood opposition and citizen
concerns about environmental damage.

These fears were heightened following the failed Star-
ship Super Heavy launch in April 2023, which caused
widespread damage and triggered a lawsuit by environmen-
tal groups in the region. The FAA issued its final report on
the failed launch in September 2023 citing multiple root
causes for the failure and is requiring SpaceX to take 75
corrective actions to prevent a reoccurrence and it must
apply for and receive a license modification from the FAA
that addresses all safety, environmental, and other applica-
ble regulatory requirements prior to the next Starship
launch (FAA, 2023).

It is assumed that once SpaceX addresses the corrective
actions, launches of the Starship Super Heavy will resume
posing a continuing threat to residents and wildlife in the
region. Road closures, which have been a continual issue
following SpaceX’s arrival, have impacted the community
with §6% of residents reporting limited access to public
beaches due to SpaceX activities, are expected to increase.
Environmental threats will also rise as a result of increased
launches. Residents in our survey indicated that the
impacts of SpaceX’s activities in the environment are
already being felt by citizens with 44 % of those surveyed
indicating that SpaceX has contributed to environmental
damage in the community.

Future research will involve collecting data to make
additional connections between the various levels of
influence that the power elite have in regard to SpaceX
and Cameron County including further interviews
with key stakeholders as well as a more in-depth anal-
ysis of our survey of the citizens of Cameron County
regarding their experiences with the company’s pres-
ence in the region.
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