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Question of the Month

“Given current events, do any states have laws governing 
the recovery of spaceflight or other high-altitude vehicle 
assets or debris?”
Recently, the CSG South region was home to a unique 

phenomenon as residents of the Myrtle Beach, South 

Carolina area – including CSG South Education 

Committee Chairman and South Carolina State Senator 

Greg Hembree – witnessed an F-22 fighter jet shoot 

down an encroaching Chinese surveillance balloon. 

Given the technological and geopolitical importance, 

sailors from the Coast Guard and U.S. Navy base quickly 

arrived to secure and recover the debris from the asset. 

Notably, both state and local government entities quickly 

put out alerts advising citizens not the attempt to collect 

or take any pieces from the wreckage.

Intelligence reports suggest this was not the first or 

last high-altitude encroachment. As evidenced by the 

fascination gripping the country, many individuals may 

try to grab a souvenir of this or other such extraordinary 

vessels and debris beyond an exciting photograph or 

video. Sadly, this is a legitimate concern. In 2003, the 

New York Times reported that recovered debris from the 

Space Shuttle Columbia and Challenger tragedies were 

listed for auction on eBay. With the growing number 

of spaceflight launches or other atmospheric vehicles, 

as seen by the recent balloon situation, there may be 

an ever-increasing risk of fallen debris or reusable 

assets being discovered by individuals regardless of 

governmental or private ownership rights.

While “finders keepers” may be the law of the land 

on the playground or schoolyard, there exists little 

actual law at the state level specifically governing this 

newfound territory of “extraterrestrial,” outer space, or 

suborbital policy. Existing property rights and other 

public safety laws regarding the failure to return a public 

or private asset to the proper authorities typically result 

in moderate to severe criminal penalties. However, the 

newsworthy aspects associated with high-altitude or 

space flights may make this topic of unique interest to 

many in our region.
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Per the Federal Aviation Authority’s (FAA) Office of 

Spaceports, Alabama and Florida have the only two

FAA-licensed reentry sites in the U.S. Additionally, six of 

the 15 CSG South member states – Alabama, Florida, 

Georgia, Oklahoma, Texas, and Virginia – have one or 

more spaceport or launch and reentry site – by far the 

most out of any region. As this industry continues to grow 

and realize more significant public-private partnerships, 

the after-effects of these activities may also merit 

increased oversight.

Home to Cape Canaveral and Kennedy Space Center, the 

Sunshine State addressed the growing number of high-

altitude and atmospheric vehicle launches by answering 

concerns regarding the potential of scavenging landings 

or wrecks for valuable and/or reusable debris. In 2021, 

Florida Governor Ron DeSantis signed House Bill 221 

– which nearly unanimously passed both chambers – to 

establish procedures and penalties for failure to return 

spaceflight assets. Specifically, the law defines these

assets as any items or parts owned by an entity used in 

spaceflight activities, including but not limited to:

• Crewed and uncrewed capsules;

• Launch vehicles;

• Parachutes;

• Landing aids; or

• Any ancillary equipment used or attached to the 

launch vehicle for launch, orbit, or reentry.

The law – Fla. Stat. § 331.502 – requires individuals who 

discover any equipment or parts to report the description 

and location to the relevant law enforcement agency. Law 

enforcement must make reasonable efforts to identify 

and return the assets to the owner. Courts may order 

restitution payments if a person damages the asset. At 

the same time, failure to report or attempt to keep the 

debris is now a first-degree misdemeanor punishable by 

up to one year in prison and a fine of up to $1,000. The 

legal definitions used to define the covered vehicles and 

assets refer to “suborbital” launches or activities, which 

could make the law applicable to the recent balloon 

incursion or other similar high-altitude balloons.

Figure 1. Visual Comparison of Atmospheric Heights Reached by Spy Balloon

Source: Kathleen Magramo, et al., “U.S. shoots down Chinese spy balloon off East Coast,” CNN Politics, updated February 5, 2023.
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Besides the private property components, a significant 

concern brought to light by Florida lawmakers and 

federal officials from the National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration (NASA) was the safety concerns 

surrounding the recovery of manned assets. Specifically, 

in August 2020, the U.S. Coast Guard was forced to order 

groups to disburse when private boaters hampered 

recovery efforts from the splashdown of the SpaceX Crew 

Dragon capsule in a race to collect “souvenirs.”

Another piece of legislation in Florida – Senate Bill 

1086 (2021) – addressed this concern by establishing 

a requisite “buffer zone” around spaceflight or other 

water recoveries. These temporary protection zones 

for spaceflight-related launches and recovery extends 

from five hundred yards from where the activities are 

conducted. If the head of the law enforcement agency 

or entity overseeing protection determines a larger zone 

is in the interest of public safety, the buffer may extend 

as far as necessary. The duration of this buffer may not 

exceed 72 hours pre or post-activity. It may also extend 

within 500 yards of any vessel transporting assets to or 

from the launch or recovery area. Violators of this law 

may be charged with a second-degree misdemeanor.

While no other states have enacted similar laws, the CSG 

South region has seen nearly 800 measures introduced 

during the past decade addressing various policy issues 

surrounding spaceflight – with 57 specifically managing 

spaceflight-related assets. These bills run the gamut from 

tax credits for aeronautical and spaceflight companies, 

spaceports investments, and aerospace and space-

related workforce development (CSG South Sheet via 

Quorum).

Given the growing number of public, private, and 

international high-altitude launches and assets – as well 

as the industry’s growing economic importance to the 

CSG South Region, it is likely that this legislative trend 

may merit future consideration – from more than just 

Chicken Little.

Figure 2. FAA Map of U.S. Licensed Spaceports and Launch or Reentry Sites

Source: “Space Ports by State,” Federal Aviation Administration, U.S. Department of Transportation (2023).
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Figure 3. Increase of Reported Space Debris Over Time

Source: “Space Ports by State,” Federal Aviation Administration, U.S. Department of Transportation (2023).
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