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At the Aug. 25 meeting of the Wright County Board of Commissioners, a topic for
discussion focused on three words — “satellite ground station.”

To most, those three words are unfamiliar. Satellite ground stations are radio facilities that
track satellites, communicate with spacecraft and process data between Earth and space.
SpaceX and its subsidiary StarLink are in the process of locating eight satellite ground
stations in the United States — four in Washington, one in Wisconsin, California and Utah,
and one in Rockford Township.

Commissioner Nadine Schoen brought the item to the board meeting and said that questions
have been asked for months, but answers have been slow in coming — if at all.

“There is a lot of information that is coming forward — this has been going on since May,”
Schoen said. “It has taken on its own history. It’s mounting. It’s kind of a snowball effect
when people start finding out what is actually taking place and what rights are being taken
away.”

Commissioner Kirby Moynagh questioned why such a project could be completed without
any local oversight or buy-in, stating the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has
given the project tacit approval — superseding local jurisdictions.

“They don’t require permits from the local government,” Moynagh said. “The FCC says
they can go in and do it and then they do it and nobody knows about it until after it’s
installed.”

It is the lack of transparency about the project that has commissioners angry and frustrated.
Local zoning applications from lifelong Wright County residents require rigorous
scrutinization. Yet, this project hasn’t been on the radar of any Minnesota regulatory
authority until recently.

“There is no other project going like this anywhere that hasn’t gone through some form of
research,” Schoen said. “Nobody has done a study on the potential impact for those who live
near this property and the safety concerns this project could produce. This is dead wrong.
How can this be happening without any notification, no public hearing and no permitting?
The more I’ve learned about this, the more concerned I’ve become.”

In May, Schoen attended a Rockford Township meeting that was a packed house. The
Rockford Township Board had been unaware that the placement of the satellite ground
stations was taking place in its backyard and the frustration of residents was significant.

Earlier this month, Schoen, along with representatives from the Association of Minnesota
Counties and the Minnesota Public Broadband Alliance met with the Minnesota Attorney
General’s Office, where concerns were raised as to how a private company could get the
ability to place equipment in an agricultural zone without going through the county or
township for permitting.
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Commissioner Jeanne Holland thanked Schoen for her work on this matter for the last few months, noting that
it is strange how easy it is for this land use to be allowed.

“This could be happening in anybody’s backyard with no oversight,” Holland said. “From a county
perspective, the scary thing is, with solar (farms) we know they enter into a contract with the county to get all
those solar panels off when their lease is done with the farmer, but, in this case, we don’t know if they’re going
to walk away from all this equipment on somebody’s farm and we would have to take care of it, which would
be a burden on our taxpayers.”

Ironically, the lack of local authority used as justification for allowing the project comes from a federal law
enacted 30 years ago — long before such technology was even possible. However, as Wright County Attorney
Brian Lutes said, barring new legislation at the federal level, local jurisdictions are effectively powerless to
stop it.

“I’ve looked into the issue and it’s a matter of federal pre-emption,” Lutes said. “There is a federal statute that
pre-empts action on a county, local or state level. It’s very difficult from a legal perspective to get around that.
We did address it at the workshop and our conclusion was that it was very unfair that our citizens don’t have
any control over this, but given the pre-emption, there isn’t much we can do from a legal perspective.”

Unlike issues like data centers, where there is a lengthy history of the impacts of similar facilities that allow for
local regulation like the current moratorium in Wright County, satellite ground stations are so new that there
isn’t much evidence-based data to draw upon.

“Right now, there are so many more questions than there are answers,” Schoen said. “There are going to be
trucks rolling into Wright County and this ground station will be up and running in two days. Where is the
public safety component that we require for any land use in our townships? There are no guardrails in place at
all. These residents have a right to be heard — and heard before the project is up and running, not after.”
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