Light Pollution's Disturbing Effects
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	If we lift our eyes to the night heavens, most of us see a hellish glow. The night sky of cities is no longer dark, but rather a fiery, diffuse dome.

Even out in the country, the horizon is smeared pale orange, the mark of towns and cities, sometimes 100 miles away.

Astronomers call this "sky glow," a euphemism for light pollution, the artificial light that escapes and trespasses the heavens. Two-thirds of the world's population no longer experience truly dark skies, including 99 percent of people in the continental United States and Western Europe, according to a study published by Britain's Royal Astronomical Society. For many, the Milky Way has simply disappeared. 

Satellite photos show the East Coast lit up at night from Boston to Washington, D.C. The Great Lakes are outlined in lights - you could draw their shorelines. Interstate highways are traceable dotted lines, each dot a floodlit exit.

So many people fear the dark and think light protects them. But an Australian study found that outdoor lighting does not deter crime. Instead, it points to doors, lights the way and creates deep shadows for hiding. Naturally dark places can actually be safer.

Even so, we floodlight empty parking lots - that's "flood" light, an overflow. The International Dark-Sky Association calculates that wasted lighting equates to the waste of an astonishing 45 million barrels of oil in the United States per year. 

If bulbs aren't recessed or shielded, light trespasses. When you see your neighbor's yard light, the bulb hanging like a head, or see rows of cobra-head streetlights with protruding lenses, that's unshielded light - light trespass.

Light pollution isn't just wasteful and ugly. It's not just a loss to astronomers and those who love to lie on their backs to watch meteor showers, the Milky Way, or Venus rising. 

Light pollution causes real harm. It can disorient animals and disrupt complex ecosystems, affecting critical behaviors of many species - their foraging, reproduction and communication. 

The Ecological Society of America describes the "catastrophic consequences" of light pollution for amphibians and migratory birds, which need dark skies to navigate. Artificial light veers them off course.

Each year as many as a billion birds die smashing into the lighted windows of high-rises. 

Baby sea turtles hatching at night from beach nests move toward light. Under natural dark skies, that's the ocean. But beachfront buildings turn light and dark around. The hatchlings, disastrously, crawl the wrong way. 

Recent studies show artificial light even affects water quality. Many aquatic invertebrates feed only in the dark, at night rising to graze on algae. With even slight increases in artificial light, fewer individuals rise and feed. Algae populations explode and degrade water quality.

Fortunately, some efforts are underway to reduce light pollution. 

A few cities have begun dimming lights on high-rises during fall bird migration - Toronto, New York and Chicago, where a Field Museum study showed bird mortality was reduced by 80 percent. That's one step, for one part of the problem.

In southern Michigan, the Lake Hudson Recreation Area was declared the nation's first Dark-Sky Preserve in 1993. All park lights are fully shielded and run on motion sensors. But a small preserve can't protect the night sky's full arc. A glow from nearby towns spreads like bright jam along the horizon. A gas station down the road uses banks of unshielded mercury vapor lights. They send a blistering white cone into the sky all night. 

In 2001, Flagstaff, Ariz., with its Lowell Observatory and eight telescopes, became the first Dark-Sky City, with fully shielded municipal lighting. Other towns have followed with lighting ordinances to protect dark skies.

We all need to start turning off, and turning down, artificial light. Put an off switch on yard lights. Use motion sensors. Insist on lighting that shields, recesses, aims, dims.

We can protect and even recapture the heavenly dark of night skies. 

Remember the pleasures of starry nights? Think back.

Many years ago, I went ice skating with my sons on a dark Christmas Eve. It was new moon, no moon. But the stars were brilliant, and the ice on the pond was glassy. 

We skimmed on black ice, and within it were tiny sparks - the reflection of stars! For hours that night, we skated the sky.
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