The environmental impact of space tourism amid climate change concerns
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The Apollo 11 mission, marked by Neil Armstrong’s historic first steps on the Moon in 1969, is often encapsulated by the phrase, "That's one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind." At the time, environmental concerns were just beginning to emerge, with organisations such as Greenpeace founded the same year and Friends of the Earth following shortly thereafter. The primary focus during the Apollo era was the space race, with little consideration for the environmental consequences of rapid western industrialisation and the impending global effects of fossil fuel reliance.
Fast forward to 2025, and climate change has taken centre stage, with daily news reports underscoring how global warming is exacerbating severe weather events such as storms, floods, heatwaves, and wildfires. Records for global temperatures are being shattered as the world approaches a critical threshold of 1.5°C of warming.
In a recent high-profile voyage, singer Katy Perry, alongside fellow female passengers, returned to Earth after a spaceflight with Blue Origin, where she sang a rendition of "What a Wonderful World" by Louis Armstrong. Post-flight, Perry expressed sentiments about environmental stewardship while appreciating the beauty of the planet. Lauren Sanchez, the fiancée of Amazon founder Jeff Bezos, echoed this sentiment, stating, “Protect this planet we're on, this is the only one we've got.” Nonetheless, their remarks failed to address the detrimental impact of space tourism on the environment.
The emissions from rocket engines can contribute to climate change, with gases and particles potentially affecting both the climate and the ozone layer. Blue Origin's website promotes its mission under the slogan "Protecting our Planet," claiming that the only byproduct of the New Shepard rocket's engine combustion is water vapour, with no carbon emissions. However, experts like Eloise Marais, a professor of Atmospheric Chemistry and Air Quality at University College London, highlight that water vapour is also a greenhouse gas. Marais noted that it can disrupt the chemical balance of the stratosphere, deplete the ozone layer, and lead to cloud formation that influences climate patterns.
Experts caution that as the frequency of space launches increases, so does the potential for harm to the ozone layer. While some argue that human space travel presents opportunities to address climate issues, such as the initiatives discussed by astronaut Tim Peake at COP26 in Glasgow, it is the scientific missions carried out by professional astronauts that promise real benefits for the planet. Celebrity-led space tourism, however, often draws criticism for seeming disconnected from pressing environmental actions.
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