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We just don’t see the night sky the way residents of the 
Shenandoah Valley would have seen it just 50 years ago. 
Indeed, most citizens within the continental USA do not see 

the night sky the way that our predecessors just two generations ago 
saw it. Does it matter that we don’t? Do we need the stars? What do we 
lose, as a society, when we lose the night?

By mid 20th century, light at night 
signaled our technological progress, 
our wealth, and our ability to dominate 
the night and our surroundings. Light at 
night, and lots of it, makes us safe. Or 
does it? As Verlyn Klinkenborg wrote 
in “Our Vanishing Night”: “In most 
cities the sky looks as though it has been 
emptied of stars, leaving behind a vacant 

haze that mirrors our fear of the dark and 
resembles the urban glow of dystopian 
science fiction.” The scattered glow of 
light at night, and the disappearing night 
sky it brings with it, is called light pollu-
tion. Light pollution can come in several 
forms: light trespass is when unwanted 
light escapes from one property into 
adjacent properties; over-illumination 
is using excessive light where it isn’t 
needed; light clutter is the redundant 
clusters of lighting found in many urban 
centers; sky glow is the collective light 
pollution found over cities. This is NOT 
just a big city problem,. It affects us 
right here in Harrisonburg. Our night sky 
is disappearing and the increasing use of 
unshielded light at night is having enor-
mous consequences above and beyond 
the loss of starry nights.

According to estimates provided by 
the International Dark-Sky Association, 
every year, we waste $110 billion on ar-

tificial light worldwide and produce 750 
million unnecessary tons of CO2. New 
medical studies are demonstrating that 
light at night disrupts our sleep, confuses 
our circadian rhythms, and impedes the 
production of the hormone melatonin. 

Environmentally, our light at night is 
wreaking havoc. The Audubon Society 
estimates that in North America alone 
up to 1 billion birds die each year dur-
ing their migration season. In short, our 
ever-increasing use of light at night is 
wasting our resources, costing cities 
enormously at a time when budgets 
are dwindling, and harming our physi-
cal, mental, and spiritual health. In the 
Valley, we are at a crossroads. Our light 
fixtures are antiquated and need to be 
replaced, and with our next moves we 
have a tremendous opportunity to be a 
positive example to the rest of the state 
and the nation.

Now is the ideal time to learn more 
about the lighting plans of the city of 
Harrisonburg and the Valley and to act 
so that we use light at night responsibly. 
JMU English professor Dr. Paul Bog-
ard, author of the critically-acclaimed 
book “The End of Night: Searching for 
Natural Darkness in an Age of Artificial 
Light” and I are creating a week-long 
series of events called Starry Nights Har-
risonburg that will take place March 24 
to March 29, that seeks to raise aware-
ness about what light pollution is and 
the steps we can take as a community to 
remedy it. We hope to begin the move-
ment toward new regulations that will 
guide the use of artificial lighting But we 
also hope that this year’s efforts will be 
just the start, and that they will eventu-
ally lead to a Shenandoah Valley-wide 
effort to reduce light pollution and make 
the Valley the premiere place on the east 
coast to see the stars. Please join us to 
affect real change, and in doing so, bring 
back our starry nights that our predeces-
sors took for granted. 

You can find more information light 
pollution and all the details about the 
events we have scheduled during our 
week-long campaign via the JMU Plan-
etarium website: jmu.edu/planetarium. 

Follow JMU Planetarium Director 
Shanil Virani on Twitter at @shanilv.

It’s not just about star-gazing. There are many negative 
effects to using unnecessary artificial lighting. 
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Shanil Virani, top left, is the director of the John C. Wells Planetarium at James Madison University. 
He says that light pollution is obscuring our view of the night sky, and it could be fixed.  
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