
Lighting was initially used for the safe movement of 
people, for locating things and to reduce crimes during 
the night. However, with the invention of incandescent 
lamps, fluorescent tubelights and today Light-emitting 
Diodes (LEDs) at affordable costs, night time lighting 
is increasing at an alarming rate creating more and more 
problems associated with light pollution. 

According to an article published in Science Advances 
in  June 2016,    people living in light-polluted areas may 
soon lose the feeling of night time darkness. As on date, 
80% of the world population is living under light-polluted 
skies without knowing it. 

But light pollution does not only cause loss of night 
time dark sky. Too much light during nights upset the 
day and night cycle as well. The quantity of  hormone 
melatonin  which is produced in brain’s pineal gland 
is  reduced. Darkness is required for functioning of 
the pineal gland. Melatonin improves body immunity 
and lowers cholesterol. Deficiency in  melatonin leads  
to sleeplessness, chronic  fatigue and prolonged  jetlag -like  
condition. Obesity is  the side effect of sleep disorders.

Then, the living pattern of nocturnal  creatures 
like owls and bats  is disturbed due to excessive night 
time lighting. They feed on pests which are harmful to 
agricultural crops. 

Sea turtles  come to shore for breeding after which 
they return to the water. They navigate with the aid of 
moonlight. Moonlight fades away in the presence of sky 
glow. Birds are the worst affected due to light pollution. 
They lose their navigational skills and do not find place for 
night time sheltering.  

Light pollution can be classified into five types:  
1. Over illumination; 2. Glare; 3. Clutter; 4. Sky glow, 
and 5. Light trespassing.

1. Over illumination: This implies more than the 
required lighting. The extra lighting leads to 
wastage of energy and money.  Lighting that goes 
skywards,  extra lighting that is more than what is  
required, lighting  employed in unused and rarely 
used highways, stairways and corridors are treated 
as over illumination. According to estimates of 
the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), 
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IN 1994, when the electric power supply in Los Angeles 
was interrupted due to a major earthquake, residents 
woke up to the sight of a gigantic illuminating object in 

the night sky. In panic, they contacted disaster management 
and rescue centres. Eventually, the illuminating object 
turned out to be our milky way galaxy. Due to the 
uninterrupted sky glow – a consequence of light pollution 
– residents of the city were not familiar with the night time 
sky. 

Light also pollutes. Light pollution, also known as 
photo pollution, is  caused by excessive, irritating and 
unwanted artificial light is responsible for light pollution. 
Light pollution has grown to gigantic proportions today 
even becoming a threat to our health and environment.

The word light pollution was first heard in the year 1964 
when the astrophysics department of Southern California 
University was preparing guidelines for selecting a suitable 
location for setting up an astronomical observatory. Even 
a faint sky glow caused by light pollution can affect 
astronomical observations. 
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New York Times Square – huge amount of light 
spent for publicity. 
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more than 30% of the lighting in USA comes under 
this category. Obviously, 8.2 million tons of coal 
and 30 million barrels of oil are burnt to generate 
electrical energy required to keep these lights on. 
This amounts to about 2 billion dollars. The coal 
burnt to generate electricity produces carbon 
dioxide.

2. Glare: Highways are often illuminated with LED 
lamps. Even though fixtures are designed such 
that light is directed downwards, ground-reflected 
light goes skyward and creates a sky glow and 
over-illumination can also cause glare, hindering 
the vision of drivers.                                                                                                                        

3. Clutter: When lighting from closely installed high 
power lamps merge and appear like a  small cloud 
of lighting from a distance.

4. Sky glow:  High intensity  lighting direct or ground 
reflected  is scattered by dust particles and water 
vapour in the atmosphere creating a sky glow. It 
affects astronomical observations and creates an 
unpleasant environment.

5. Light trespass: When light falls where it is not 
wanted. For instance, street light so bright that 
it trespasses into office or residential premises 
affecting privacy.       

These days, often even suburbs of cities are light 
polluted. Intensive sky glow is creating a doubt whether 
it is day or night. Some highly light polluted cities in 
the world are Hong Kong, Tokyo, Chicago, Las Vegas,  
London, New York, and Amsterdam.

What could be some possible remedies for preventing 
light pollution?

1. Over illumination in car parking areas, filling 
stations, business establishments and offices 
can be avoided.

2. Installation of closely spaced high wattage lights 
on highways can be restricted. Automobiles, the 
major users of these highways, are fitted with 
headlights which are switched ‘on’ throughout 
the night journey. 

3. Providing illumination throughout night to rarely 
used corridors, pathways and foot over-bridges 

can be avoided. Motion sensors  can be installed 
for switching on and off of these lights.

4. Light decoration during celebrations, on 
auspicious days and national days and for 
conducting night time sports events can be 
minimised.

Pollution due to illumination is not recognized as 
hazardous to environment and public health yet. Due to 
technological advancement in the field cost of lighting is 
decreasing and hence usage is increasing. As there are no 
effective laws to control  light pollution, the situation is 
turning  from  bad to worse. However, one good thing with 
light pollution is that it is reversible, unlike other types of 
pollutions.    

We must realise that light too is a resource and that it 
should be used  sparingly. Light gives us comfort but can 
take it away if used in excess.
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Lighting clutter  
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Light  trespass

Chicago at 3 am. Orange coloured 
sky glow can be seen.  

(Source:  citiesatnight.com)
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