
For almost two centuries, communities and businesses
have used outdoor lighting to enhance their nighttime
appearance and to create safe and welcoming places.
However, outdoor night lighting can also be poorly
designed, creating “light pollution” that has a dramatic
impact on the visual quality of the night sky.

Light pollution may include:

• Over-illumination of businesses or residences 

• Lighting of unintended areas (known as light tre s p a s s )

• Lighted billboard s

• Blinding glare from fixtures

• Sky glow, the unnatural radiance given off into the
night sky by artificial light escaping from fixtures

Poorly designed outdoor night lighting, over- i l l u m i n a t i o n
or incorrectly directed light creates a variety of impacts.

Light pollution typically obscures the night sky’s beauty,
wastes energy and creates road glare (an unsafe driving
condition that reduces the ability to see effectively at
night). Poorly designed lighting and lights left on uses
over $1 billion of electricity per year.11

T h e re are several readily available ways for communities
to manage night lighting—and in doing so, to minimize
light pollution, save money and enhance the enviro n m e n t .
Fully shielded light fixtures that direct light down to
where it is needed, motion-sensitive security lighting
that eliminates the need for businesses and homes to
leave security lights on all night, and high-efficiency
lighting systems are important measures to manage
night lighting. In addition, turning down excess lighting
or simply switching off unneeded lights in areas such as
parking lots and sports facilities after hours is an easy
way to reduce light pollution. 
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11  Economic Issues in Wasted and Inefficient Outdoor Lighting. 1990. International Dark-Sky Association.

SCENIC CONSERVATION ISSUE #7
NIGHT LIGHTING

As cities flood themselves with ever more light, people are losing the night sky.
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SUGGESTED STRATEGIES 
FOR MANAGING OUTDOOR 
NIGHT LIGHTING

S T R AT E G Y: E D U CAT I O N

The best strategies to achieve good night lighting rely
on education and well-crafted regulations to pre s e rve the
night sky and minimize light pollution. Night-lighting
policies can pre s e rve the natural context of the Byway,
allowing visitors and residents to enjoy the corridor
without unnecessary illumination. 

Education strategies include:

• Working with local businesses and homeowners to
assess their lighting needs. 

• Talking with local businesses about minimizing excess
lighting from parking lots and sports facilities after
hours by turning down or switching off unneeded lights.
A d d ress any safety concerns with community gro u p s .

• Speaking to your local planning board about the 
e n v i ronmental and economic benefits of well-designed
outdoor lighting. 

• Investigating and reporting on lighting standards for
the Byway that reduce glare and light pollution.

S T R AT E G Y: VOLUNTARY MEASURES

Work with local planners to create a lighting design manual
or design guidelines for businesses and homeowners. Design
guidelines and manuals help developers and building owners
c reate lighting that complements their sites and pre s e rv e s
community character. Include illustrations and photographs
of well-designed lighting from the community. If possible,
consult with design professionals to develop guidelines 
consistent with local character that fulfill lighting needs. 

Other voluntary measures include:

• Soliciting donations of items, such as lighting shields,
motion sensors and good light fixtures, from lighting
companies and local home improvement stores to
encourage businesses, homeowners and local off i c i a l s
to use better lighting. 

• Negotiating with local lighting contractors to install
light pollution reducing devices, like cutoff shields,
for free or at a reduced cost. 

• Circulating information to local homeowner 

groups about installing cutoff shields on residential
light fixtures and the benefits of lower wattage, 
high-efficiency bulbs.

• Starting a petition drive to encourage Byway 
communities to adopt more stringent lighting 
regulations.

• Documenting sources of light pollution and 
working with the corresponding locations to 
reduce their glare.

S T R AT E G Y: INCENTIVES

Many homeowners and businesses hesitate to replace
existing lighting due to the potential cost of more - e ff i c i e n t
f i x t u res. Establishing a matching grant program to help
offset the cost of new lighting f i x t u res, cutoff shields 
and timers as part of an education effort to explain the
long-term benefits of these devices will help encourage
better management of outdoor night lighting. Your gro u p
may also investigate working with local designers and
electricians to create and install better lighting systems
for businesses and homeowners at a reduced cost. 

S T R AT E G Y: REGULATORY MEASURES 

Communities that have successfully addressed light
pollution issues have done so through a mixture of 
education and regulations. 

• A good first step is to adopt a comprehensive

lighting code that establishes clear lighting standards
and illumination levels, and requires the use of fully
shielded street lighting along the Byway corridor.
Gradually phase in lighting requirements over a 
period of time. 

• Include provisions that limit the total time outdoor

lights may stay on after closing hours for commerc i a l
businesses, specify street lighting and poles, and set 
clear illumination restrictions for highly visible ro a d s i d e
businesses such as gas stations and convenience stores. 

• Prohibit night lighting on off-premise signs.
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ISSUE #7 CASE STUDIES:
M A N AGING OUTDOOR
NIGHT LIGHTING 

LIMITING LIGHT TRESPASS  
Kennebunk (Maine) 

The tiny coastal town of Kennebunk is one of Maine’s
prime tourist destinations. In 1998, in response to 
rapid commercial development along the town’s main
thoroughfares, Kennebunk enacted a comprehensive
outdoor lighting ordinance to limit light trespass from
commercial development onto adjacent residential
properties. The ordinance requires that all new 
commercial development proposals submit a detailed
lighting plan as part of the site plan review process.
The ordinance also requires all new businesses to use
fully shielded outdoor lights and limits the overall
lighting level of commercial properties, such as gas 
stations and parking lots. Kennebunk’s outdoor lighting
o rdinance is helping to enhance the nighttime character
and beauty of this popular tourist destination. 

CONTROLLING OUTDOOR LIGHTING    
Chittenden County (Vermont)  

Located on the eastern shore of Lake Champlain,
Chittenden County is home to Burlington and the
University of Vermont. In the early 1990s, concern
was growing about loss of the night sky and the night
landscape, which led to a study commissioned by the
Chittenden County Regional Planning Commission
(CCRPC). 

The study’s goal was to raise awareness about the night
lighting problem and to develop tools for planners and
decision makers interested in controlling outdoor lighting. 

The CCRPC selected three communities representing
rural, suburban and urban lighting needs, formed local
lighting committees and undertook a year-long assessment

of light problems. As part of the study, CCRPC developed
p e rf o rmance-based model lighting ordinances for the
selected communities, and published the Outdoor Lighting
Manual for Ve rmont Communities in 1996, the nation’s first
comprehensive statewide outdoor lighting manual. In 
addition to the lighting manual, the CCRPC developed a
slide presentation to help illustrate the effects of good and
poorly designed lighting and to help educate the public
and local officials about the values of protecting Ve rm o n t ’s
natural re s o u rces from excess light pollution. 

Since 1996, other communities have ordered copies 
of the lighting manual, and dozens of communities
have enacted lighting ordinances based on the 
manual’s recommendations.

PROTECTING THE NIGHT SKY   
Examples Across the Country

In many places across the country, people are searc h i n g
for the stars. They seem to have vanished from the night
skies. The truth is that light—excessive light—is blocking
the view. In highly lit areas, the sky is never truly dark
enough to see the stars. 

Seventy-five percent of Americans live in highly lighted
urban areas, which means that three-quarters of the
population rarely sees stars unless those people venture
to the dark countryside. 

Astronomers use the term “sky glow” to describe a
night sky illuminated by light pollution. In fact, star
parties have become popular events as amateur
astronomers seek out remote dark sky locations to
observe the stars, planets and other celestial objects. 

Sky glow isn’t surprising for big cities like Chicago and
New York, where the sky is saturated with artificial
light. However, sky glow is not always associated with
cities. Sometimes it can be found in rural areas where
local sources, such as car dealership lots, gas stations,
off-premise signs and shopping malls produce excessive
amounts of light. Activists also point to the decorative
exterior lights used on buildings (such as hotels) as
“vanity lights.” 
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SOLUTIONS IN SIGHT

Light pollution can be reduced. The greatest problem is
that so much light is directed at the sky when there’s
actually no need for it. It’s the ground, not the sky,
which needs to be illuminated. As light pollution
activists see it, this is an easy problem to correct; all
that’s needed is better lighting design. 

When the California Department of Transportation
(Caltrans) announced plans to upgrade lights in 
downtown Pasadena, the community raised some 
questions. The brighter lights were intended to meet 
new requirements for increased nighttime highway 
lighting levels, a valid objective. The City of Pasadena
suggested that there were already significant levels of 
existing ambient light created from commercial businesses,
late night activities, shops and cafes in the downtown are a .
They maintained that there would be some level of light,
even if the stre e t l i g h t s went completely off. Pasadena 
calculated the ambient light level, and worked with
Caltrans to factor that into the new plans. The City 
of Pasadena provided a lighting level “match” (a basic
level of lighting) to avoid having overly bright lights 
in the downtown business district. It was a compro m i s e
that worked. 

UNDERSTANDING LIGHTING

The International Dark Sky Association (IDA) campaigns
for darker skies. The org a n i z a t i o n ’s mission is “to pre s e rv e
and protect the nighttime environment and our heritage
of dark skies through quality outdoor lighting.” The
group points out the importance of using properly
designed light fixtures that focus light where it’s needed,
avoiding consuming excessive amounts of energy and
minimizing glare. For example, friendly lampposts pro j e c t
light down, not up and out. Many manufacturers are
showing more interest in making such fixtures because
the demand is increasing. 

IDA explains that the benefits will not only include 
a better view of the sky, but also a more comfortable
nighttime environment, increased safety for drivers 
and pedestrians and vast energy savings. The IDA Web
site (www.darksky.org) provides information on light
codes, sample night sky ordinances and quality outdoor
lighting fixtures.

PROTECTING THE NIGHT SKY

M o re and more cities and states are enacting ord i n a n c e s
to protect the night sky. San Diego, California; Te m p e ,
Arizona; and Ames, Iowa are a few of the municipalities
that have passed laws against light pollution.

The State of New Mexico passed a landmark Night Sky
P rotection Act. The New Mexico Heritage Pre s e rv a t i o n
Alliance lists the state’s night skies as one of the most
e n d a n g e red symbols of New Mexico’s heritage.

As of January 1, 2000, state law prohibited the sale or
installation of any new mercury vapor outdoor lighting
fixtures throughout New Mexico. New lights must
employ different fixtures, such as low-pressure sodium
vapor lamps, which diffuse light in an energy-efficient
manner. New Mexico’s Night Sky Protection Act also
requires that all outdoor lighting fixtures installed after
J a n u a ry 1, 2000, be shielded in such a manner that light
rays emitted by the fixture radiate only below the horizontal
plane of the fixture. These requirements are meant to
preserve New Mexico’s famous dark-sky environment. 

The National Public Observatory and New Mexico
State Parks are capitalizing on the night sky. They offer
a popular Stars-N-Parks program where visitors get a
chance to look through telescopes and experience an
i n f o rmative constellation and sky tour. Local astro n o m e r s
act as sky guides and visitors are encouraged to bring
their own telescopes.

G e o ff Chester, U.S. Naval Observ a t o ry, noted, “The night
sky is the world’s largest national park with its stark beauty
available to anyone who steps outside and looks up.”
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Lighting fixtures in downtown
A l b u q u e rque focus light toward
the ground, instead of upward
into the night sky.
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ISSUE #7 R E S O U R C E S

Design Guide for Roadway Lighting Maintenance.

(1993). Illuminating Engineering Society of North
America. Discusses the limitations and benefits of several
roadway lighting systems. $25.00. Available from the
IESNA at (212) 248-5000.

Lighting for Exterior Env i ro n m e n t s . (1999). Illuminating
Engineering Society of North America. An examination
of the challenges and solutions presented by outdoor
lighting. This publication presents a good discussion of
visual issues and methods for reducing light pollution.
$45.00. Available from the IESNA at (212) 248-5000.

Lighting for Parking Facilities. (1998). Illuminating
Engineering Society of North America. A good discussion
of illuminating practices for parking lots and garages.
$45.00. Available from the IESNA at (212) 248-5000.

Outdoor Lighting Code Handbook. (2000). Intern a t i o n a l
Dark-Sky Association. A comprehensive guide to issues
relating to outdoor lighting and the enforcement of
lighting regulations. Available free from the IDA Web
site at www.darksky.org.

Outdoor Lighting Manual for Vermont Municipalities.

(1996). Chittenden County Regional Planning
Commission. A thorough discussion of outdoor lighting
issues and steps municipalities can take to limit light 
pollution. $15.00. Available from Public Te c h n o l o g y, Inc.
Request publication number DG/95-308 at (301) 490-2188.

Selection of Photocontrols for Outdoor Lighting

Applications. (1999). Illuminating Engineering Society
of North America. A guide to the correct application
and operation of photocontrols for outdoor lighting
uses along roadways and other applications. $28.00.
Available from the IESNA at (212) 248-5000.
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