How Light Pollution Impacts Our World
By Thomas Jang

Has anyone wondered how our lights affect the night sky? Just as children and young
adults have seen billions of stars beaming across the sky, people are seldom aware of the
repercussions that we generate. As shocking as it may sound, the lights we turn on in our houses,
in our parks and in our cities consequently affect the annual migrations of birds and the
functionality of ecosystems. With help from our friends and neighbors, we should be instead
contributing to the end of light pollution.

Every year, birds such as sparrows, warblers, thrushes, grosbeaks and tanagers fly south
during the fall migration season. As they fly, they rely on stars, rivers and coastlines to find their
way. “As they look down at the world below, they also see bright lights,” said Nell
Greenfieldboyce, journalist at NPR. “Horton says there’s evidence that birds can sometimes be
drawn to them,” he said. Kyle Horton is a worker at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology who
explains that “things like a low ceiling or fog paired with light really disorients migrants.” This
shows how severe light pollution’s effects on bird migrations are. After the lights thwart the
birds’ migrations, the animals find themselves in trouble; as result, their long migrations would
be delayed.

Jeffrey Buler, a researcher at the University of Delaware, used a radar to study the
movements of bird migrations. From his studies, he recorded that when lights are either on or
off, the number of birds that surround them varied drastically.

The light we generate and produce in our cities and towns affects entire migrations of
birds, but the problem lies within us. We are oblivious to the fact that the light from high-rise
buildings and expansive suburbs are the main cause of light pollution. “Light pollution is any
unintended consequence of our use of artificial light at night,” said John Barentine, astronomer at
the International Dark-Sky Association. He adds on by saying that “it occurs when light is
wasted either because no one is using it or because it’s superfluous.” According to “The New
York Times,” solutions that would prevent further contributions to light pollution include turning
off unnecessary lights and putting shields on streetlights to direct beams downward.

Furthermore, light pollution creates an annoyance for amateur astronomers while also
creating a health hazard for humans and wildlife. Ecosystems, in particular, have experienced
light pollution’s wrath. Due to coral reefs’ dependence on the moon phases, the reefs produce
little to no offspring. Additionally, baby turtles find themselves attracted to bright urban lights,
which often lead them to “predators, dehydration, and exhaustion.”

Light pollution also hinders the lifestyle of plankton in lakes. Zooplankton called
Daphnia “normally dwell deep below the water in the day and ascend to the surface at night to
feast on algae.” As a result of light pollution’s harsh influence, the zooplankton are prevented
from going up to feed on the algae, causing algae blooms that make the environment toxic to its
inhabitants.



The night sky’s natural darkness is essential for humans and the ecosystems that our
environments support. Natural darkness allows us to see millions upon millions of stars and the
famous Milky Way. However, as light pollution worsens, astronomical studies are being deeply
affected. We are not going to be able to witness nature’s true display of itself, unless we work
together to compete with light pollution’s dangerous influence on the world that we live in.

Light pollution is just one out of the many issues that our environment faces. When
attempting to solve environmental problems, we must look at our options through an
intersectional lens. Through that lens, we will see just how interconnected the state of the
environment is with our politics, economies, social structures, and health. Seven billion people
live on the same planet and look up at the same sky. For humanity to survive, it is imperative for
us to construct new societies that value equity over physical ability and race.



