Light Pollution and Crime
The most prevalent reason given for nighttime lighting is to reduce crime in cities. This is
generally based on the notion that more light improves visibility, and that this visibility
discourages criminals. Based on before and after studies of crime statistics, there is no
clear evidence that outdoor lighting reduces crime1. Although there are anecdotal reports
that “improved lighting” (i.e. improved visibility) reduces crime2, there is no evidence
that crime is reduced with “more or brighter lighting”3. In some cases crime was simply
displaced, or the altered lighting was prompted by or caused a change in use of the streets
by “…strengthening informal social control and community cohesion”4 and this may
have affected the pattern of crime.
Anecdotal studies report that most property crime occurs during the day and violent
crime is usually between persons that know each other. The public’s belief in the
prevalence of random violence is not proven by the research.
There are different types of crime. Theft is more prevalent during daytime hours, violent
crime occurs more often in the evening and after midnight.5 There was an unconfirmed
report that the brightly lit City of Manila found violent crime was more prevalent after
dark and the presence of police was effective at reducing nighttime crime. The city lights
were not the deterrent to crime. In a lengthy Report to Congress, by the National Institute
of Justice6 it is stated that there is no evidence that artificial lighting deters crime. It
reports that most studies are poorly designed, without controls, which undermines any
conclusions to the contrary. They state that: “We can have very little confidence that
improved lighting prevents crime”. It further reports that lighting can assist in the crime
by putting the victim on display. The feeling of safety provided by the light may have the
opposite effect.
Vandalism provides an example of the opposite effect of securing lighting than is
generally accepted. Studies conclude that lighted areas are more subject to vandalism and
graffiti. Anecdotal evidence7 and more focused studies8 support the policy of turning
lights off when security staff is not around. Apparently, vandals want to see the results of
the damage and for others to see it. When lights are off, there is less gratification in
vandalising an area or painting graffiti.
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