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Preserving the beauty of the night

Sensible Shoreland Lighting
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recycled paper

Counting the stars by candlelight

all are dim but one is bright

the spiral light of Venus

rising first and shining best,

from the northwest corner

of a brand new crescent moon

crickets and cicadas sing

a rare and different tune.

Robert Hunter

Preserving
the beauty 
of the night



Many of us can remember sitting on a dock on a
crystal clear summer night, the water as flat as glass,
the inky black surface mirroring the sky, the great
white Milky Way, a falling star tracing a path across 
the heavens. 

Unfortunately, this precious part of our heritage, the
outdoors with only the light of the moon and stars, is
fading away. “Dusk to dawn” lights obscure our view
of constellations, meteor showers, planets, and the
landscape lit by the moon. Many children now see the
wonders of the night sky only in pictures or at
planetariums. The fading away of the night sky is an
issue not only in cities, but also in the countryside and
in developing waterfront communities. 

As a 24-hour society concerned with safety, utility and
security, the United States wastes as much as one
billion dollars a year on lighting that provides neither
safety nor security, but simply lights the night sky and
creates an adverse effect on nocturnal creatures and
migrating birds. But it doesn’t have to be this way.
Most glare and sky glow is unnecessary. The light that
temporarily blinds us or obscures our view of the night
sky comes mainly from poorly designed and inefficient
lighting fixtures. 

This booklet discusses the issue of light pollution, 
with a special focus on issues surrounding shoreland
lighting. You will find information on new lighting
technologies that can deliver adequate illumination,
provide security, save money and reduce light
pollution without competing with the beauty of 
the night.

Shoreland Lighting: A Special Concern
The rising cost of waterfront property in Wisconsin provides
ample evidence of the importance of the shoreland environment
to the people that live along it. During the daytime this
environment is heavily used for recreation. Artificial lighting
allows us to engage in nighttime activities that would be
impossible or unsafe under normal nighttime conditions.
Whether it’s boating, fishing or simply sitting on the porch to
read, our enjoyment of the night is enhanced by the use of
artificial light. At the same time, our rivers and lakes at night
provide a quiet open dark space that gives us privacy and an
opportunity to enjoy the heavens. Balancing the ability to see
at night with the desire to preserve the beauty of the night is
the goal of sensible shoreland lighting.
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Our Adaptable Eyes

We use artificial lighting to be able to see our way in darkness.
While this seems like an obvious statement, it is not really as
simple as that. Our eyes can adjust themselves to a wide
range of light levels. However, shifting from the bright to dark
operating range of the eye is not instantaneous. Our eyes can
require 60 minutes or longer to fully adapt to darkness, which
is why we squint when walking from darkness into bright light,
or pause to let our eyes adjust when stepping out into the
night. Once adapted, though, our eyes are sensitive enough
to see a single candle 10 miles away.
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Wasted lighting:
Light escaping into the
night sky is shown in 
this satellite photo of
the Midwest.
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Sensible Lighting
Sensible lighting can minimize the three most serious
problems along our shorelands:

Glare: The first principle of good lighting is to illuminate
only what we wish to see. When we see a distant point of light
across the water, when we are seeing light from the fixture
itself rather than what the fixture is meant to illuminate, we
are observing glare. Poorly-designed or poorly installed
lighting causes glare that can severely hamper the vision of
boaters, pedestrians, cyclists, and drivers, creating a hazard
rather than increasing safety.

Light Trespass: Glare is also the most common cause of light
trespass. Light trespass is a light fixture on one property that
illuminates an adjacent or nearby property.  Light trespass is
not a legal concept, but rather a description of the nuisance
effect of improperly aimed lights on someone else’s property.
We all have seen streetlights, commercial lights or residential
lights spilling over onto adjacent property, causing
illumination where it was not meant to be. Poorly designed
outdoor lighting shines onto neighborhood properties and
bedroom windows, invading privacy and creating an
unattractive look to an area. Because the waterfront is
unobstructed, water reflects glare from shoreland lights over
the water to trespass on distant properties.

Sky Glow: Much of our exterior lighting shines directly
upward, causing the sky above our cities to glow and washing
out our view of the dark night sky. Billboard lights that shine
upward, street lights that bounce light off pavement, and
commercial and residential lighting open to the sky all
contribute to sky glow. Today, only the most remote areas in
our country are free from sky glow. We all have had the
experience of traveling from an urban to a rural environment
and marveling at the appearance of millions of stars in the
night sky. Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon for someone
raised in a major city to see the Milky Way for the first time 
as an adult while vacationing in the countryside.

Installing sensible shoreland lighting can be especially
challenging because of the ability of water to both reflect light
and provide an unobstructed view from far away. Anyone who
has seen the moon rise over the water appreciates how reflective
the water can be. Artificial light placed at the shoreland is free
to carry across the water for long distances. 

Waterfront lighting is often used to identify a pier or marina
for boaters on the water after dark. Taverns and restaurants
use neon signs to attract customers off the water. Dams and

other structures use
lights to warn of
dangers to navigation.
Mills, factories, ball
fields and other
facilities near the water
also light the shoreland.
While these uses of
artificial lighting are
legitimate, we must
also take into con-
sideration those people
who can see those
lights, but are not
using them. 

The most common
shoreland lights are
attached to homes,
garages, piers and 
other structures on
waterfront residential
property. While we
may notice the glare
from an unshielded

garage light across the lake, it’s likely that we’ve never ventured
across the lake at night to see how our own home lights the
night. Let’s start by making our own lighting sensible and
unobtrusive, only then helping our neighbors “see the light.”
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unshielded
light

Shielding glare:
A comparison of the same street corner
with an unshielded (above) and
shielded street light shows how glare 
can be reduced by shielding lights.

shielded
light

P
h

o
to

s 
co

u
rt

es
y 

o
f M

cD
o

n
al

d
 O

b
se

rv
at

o
ry








