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Outline

● Siting an observatory involves people and land

● Challenges are connected to how the observatory relates to land

● Opportunities arise when people have agency to shape community resources

● Our approach

○ Initial search integrates science, cost, workforce needs, and community

○ Multi-disciplinary team

○ Find possible sites using Geographic Information Systems (GIS)

○ Find promising sites using two-way engagement with community immediately

● Example strategies
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The Cosmic Explorer team recognizes the inherent connections between the 

lands, waters, sky, and people. 

We are committed to cultivating connections to place and partnerships with 

Indigenous communities who care for, have cared for, and will continue to care for 

these places. 

We acknowledge that we are responsible for the manner in which we do science 

and for the impacts it has on the land and its Peoples.
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Cosmic Explorer (CE) 

Visualization by CalState Fullerton student artist, Andrew Jenkins



Location Identification and Responsible Siting

Identify several locations where Cosmic Explorer can:

○ achieve its science goals

○ be built within appropriate cost boundaries

○ attract, support and retain a diverse workforce

○ community based model that integrates observatory 

activities (design to divestment) with local and 

Indigenous community values and interests
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We are considering many factors,

• Wide separation 

• Topography and geology

• Environmental noise (seismic, wind, etc.)

• Environmental impact

• Local and Indigenous community interest and expertise

• Social landscape (quality of life factors, community relationship to science, etc.)

• Land acquisition

• International, national, institutional, and tribal policies and protections

Early and ongoing engagement with communities connected with Cosmic 

Explorer (local, scientific and global) is crucial to the project’s success.
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Our leadership team includes GW 

physicists, astronomers, 

geographers, environmental 

scientists, educators, social scientists, 

legal experts and community 

engagement specialists
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Possible to site an observatory Possible to fit 

observatory
Closer study & engagement



Possible to site an observatory Possible to fit 

observatory
Closer study & engagement
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Under Development



Possible to site an observatory Possible to fit 

observatory
Closer study & engagement
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Possible to fit 
observatory

Preliminary

*The example layouts shown here are based 

solely on geophysical characteristics. No 

decision has been made to build at this time. 

Observatory locations and configurations will 

be co-developed in consultation with local and 

Indigenous communities. Any future decision 

to build will follow established protocols 

including NEPA and NHPA processes, and 

will involve representatives from all relevant 

federal agencies, local governments, Native 

nations, and ancestral stewards.



CE’s process for site selection

2022-2025

Identify areas 

meeting 

minimum 

criteria for an 

observatory

Current & 

Ongoing

Connect and build 

relationships with 

Native Nations & 

local communities

2026

Report 

preliminary 

findings to 

NSF

2026-2029

Make physical 

measurements

Narrow to six 

locations 

including tribal 

and community 

input

2029

Submit report 

to National 

Science 

Board for final 

selection
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2022-2025

Identify areas 

meeting 

minimum 

criteria for an 

observatory

Our process for site selection

Current & 

Ongoing

Connect and build 

relationships with 

Native Nations & 

local communities

2026

Report 

preliminary 

findings to 

NSF

2026-2029

Make physical 

measurements

Narrow to six 

locations 

including tribal 

and community 

input

2029

Submit report 

to National 

Science 

Board for final 

selection

15

From slideshow introducing 

CE to tribal leaders



Relationships First and Always
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Who we are – Guiding Principles
● Aspire to be a catalyst for positive change -- scientifically, socially, culturally.

● Strive to live in co-creation and co-stewardship of knowledge, objectives, and structures, across disciplines, internally and externally.

● Commit to the work of the observatory and the enterprise being sources of pride for the people of the place and the people who work for and 

with Cosmic Explorer.

● Aspire for Cosmic Explorer to be the catalyst for Indigenous wisdom, community experience, and all sciences to move fluidly and fluently 

between each other.

● Have respect for place, the land and its ancestors; we recognize the sacred nature of all places to peoples. No place is “empty”. We accep t with 

humility that we don’t know the complete history of a place, of the first people of the place, and of the people who are there now. There is a lot to 

be learned and we will actively listen and learn from communities.

● Are aware of the impact we will have on place, peoples, science and we are open to the impact that the place and the people will have on us. We 

aspire to be with the land, rather than merely a construct on the land. We will endeavor to leave the land and its people better than when we 

arrived, from the perspective of the land and the people.

● Hold with equal importance: the land, the people, the science, the community.

● Value personal relationships, internally and externally. Becoming a community and entering a community requires the work of cultivating 

relationships. Integration does not happen without personal relationships. Integration also requires strategy, stewardship and long-term 

sustainability of the whole.

● Build relationships and culture such that everyone working at Cosmic Explorer and visiting Cosmic Explorer are and feel welcome. We will 

actively ensure that there are opportunities for employees and that folks are paid well.  All parts of the operation are important to the enterprise 

and the mission including and not limited to students, engineers, administrators, scientists, educators, and managers. There will be paths for 

the people of the community to fill all roles within the enterprise.

● Will do our work in ways that are respectful of those who have invested in Cosmic Explorer. We don’t make promises we can’t keep.

● W are learners and embrace the opportunities of missteps and falling short of the aspirations we commit to and work toward.  

● We take responsibility for \textbf{pausing, listening, conferring and resetting}.  We are mentors to each other, support each other, and look out for 

each other. 

● Understand that people and personal relationships are our most precious resource. 17
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Our process – areas in southern Arizona

Random 

observatory 

footprints for scale

Reservation 

Boundaries

2022-2025

Identify areas 

meeting 

minimum 

criteria for an 

observatory
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*The example layouts shown here are based 

solely on geophysical characteristics. No 

decision has been made to build at this time. 

Observatory locations and configurations will 

be co-developed in consultation with local and 

Indigenous communities. Any future decision 

to build will follow established protocols 

including NEPA and NHPA processes, and 

will involve representatives from all relevant 

federal agencies, local governments, Native 

nations, and ancestral stewards.



Our process – Listen and establish protocol

Current & 

Ongoing

Connect and build 

relationships with 

Native Nations & 

local communities

Current

● Visit the places

● Listen and learn

● Provide information

Ongoing, if desired

● Establish protocol for consultation

● Co-create a co-management model

● Co-plan “mutually beneficial” priorities, such as 

decommissioning plan, employment, etc., in alignment 

with tribal interests

No funding for construction until ~2030, only for early 

work to do with site search

Open to receiving expressions of opposition

We will honor data sovereignty and respect each 

tribe’s authority to determine what is shared and/or 

what is protected.
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Our process – Co-

define tribal 

benefits
Current & 

Ongoing

Connect and build 

relationships with 

Native Nations & 

local communities

Ongoing, if desired

● Establish protocol for 

consultation

● Co-create a co-management 

model

● Co-plan “mutually 

beneficial” priorities, 

such as decommissioning 

plan, employment, etc., in 

alignment with tribal interests
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Our process – Tribal benefits shaped through 

     guidance

Current & 

Ongoing

Connect and build 

relationships with 

Native Nations & 

local communities

Possible examples:

● Internship and employment opportunities for a wide range of sectors

● Mentorship, resources and educational programming for students interested in STEM 

careers

● Cultural and/or educational centers

● Support for development of culturally relevant educational programs for K-12 and the public

● Teacher development and education programs and resources

● Science exploration center that could also hold space for tribal meetings, cultural 

exhibitions, and events

● Co-developing a protocol for hiring practices of tribally owned companies  and local 

community members for technical, operational, education and outreach, and all other roles 

required to run the facility throughout its lifecycle.

● Co-creation of decommissioning plan and land co-management governance and 

requirements. 27
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CE believes strongly in the importance of 

alignment between community interests and 

the project. If the instrument requirements 

cannot align with the values and needs of 

the community, CE is committed to 

respecting this and appropriately reflecting 

the tribal perspective in our final reports 

and the decisions we are empowered to 

make.

Our process – Report for site selection

2029

Submit report 

to National 

Science 

Board for final 

selection
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Thank you for your time and energy.

We are not seeking approval for a site today. 

Our goal today is to open a respectful conversation and we will listen carefully. 

If desired, we would like to learn what a proper process looks like from your 

perspective before taking any further steps.
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Summary

● Siting an observatory involves people and land

● Challenges are connected to how the observatory relates to land

● Opportunities arise when people have agency to shape community resources

● Key Takeaways
○ Early and ongoing engagement

○ Clear, honest, and appropriate communication

○ Relationships first and always

○ Defined who we are (e.g., guiding principles) to facilitate trust

○ Demonstrated our due diligence to understand the place before arrival and our 

continued interest in learning

○ Community benefits shaped through dialog with community (not dictated)

○ Gratitude
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