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By: Meg Schader for the International Dark-Sky Association

Tribute in Light in New York City projects two beams of light into the sky as an annual 

memorial to the victims of 9/11. The tribute also occurs during peak bird migration in 

North America. Recognizing a unique opportunity, a team of scientists and volunteers 

gathered each year at the memorial on September 11 since 2005 to study the effects of 

high intensity lights on bird migration. 

In 2008, the team began using radar and acoustic sensors to monitor bird activity in and 

around the site. On the study night in 2010, a particularly high density of birds seemed to 

be trapped within the perimeter of the illumination. The team convinced the memorial 

managers to turn the lights off for 20 minutes and the birds quickly dispersed. 

In the years since, memorial operators have continued to shut the lights off when high 

counts of birds were observed. This created an opportunity to study the difference 

between having the lights on and off at the site, so the scientists compiled data they had 

collected between 2008 and 2016 to analyze the contrast. The study consists of data 

from 7 non-consecutive years, excluding data from 2 years when it was raining. 

According to the recently published study, “High-intensity urban light installation 

dramatically alters nocturnal bird migration,” the lights at the tribute were shut down for 

about 20 minutes at a time, for a total of 22 times on the nights of the study between 

2010 and 2017. The contrast between the high-intensity light and no light allowed the 

researchers “to directly contrast birds’ behaviors during adjacent dark and illuminated 

periods.”

The findings from the study confirm what IDA has long thought to be the case for such 

high-intensity outdoor light installations. It has been previously documented that birds are 

attracted to bright lights. High-intensity artificial lights along migration routes attract and 

disorient birds, disrupting their progress. (See also: Seabird Fatalities Caused by 

Artificial Lights)

This is exactly what the researchers found at the Tribute in Light. They measured more 

than 20 times the density of birds near the memorial than in surrounding areas. The birds 

spent long periods circling inside of the cone of illumination and they vocalized 

frequently. This meant that they were using precious energy, but not making any 
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progress on their migration routes. Some died of exhaustion, while others collided with 

nearby buildings. 

The Tribute in Light is a unique installation that beams light up to four miles above the 

ground, yet some of the study findings can be applied to all artificial light at night (ALAN). 

For instance, one of the key observations of the study is that “short-term removal of 

ALAN eliminated its disruptive effects almost instantaneously.”

An article on the Discover Magazine blog noted, “Beyond the unique natural experiment, 

the researchers also say the Tribute in Light offers a lesson in addressing the larger 

problem of light pollution. If conservationists and memorial organizers can work together 

at such an emotionally charged site, then other cities should be able to find solutions.” 

IDA hopes that the study will be useful to communities lobbying for the prevention of light 

pollution. 

While there is much more to learn about the effects of artificial light at night, IDA 

appreciates that this study proves that limiting the duration of lights has a demonstrable 

benefit. Turning the lights off does what we think it does, which is protecting the night sky 

for birds and other nocturnal creatures. 

Related Posts

Like this post? Share. Email. Print.

Next post: Headlands International Dark Sky Park Protects Night Skies and the 
Human Imagination

a Facebook d Twitter k LinkedIn o Tumblr s Print v Email

DonateJoinRenewHome



Previous post: Reclaiming the Night: Policy and Technology as Tools of Change

Featured Posts

International Dark Sky Week 2018
December 28, 2017

Exploring the Night: Winter Fundraising Campaign
December 6, 2017

International Dark-Sky Association Recognizes 2017 Award Winners
October 11, 2017

Nobel Prize Awarded for Discovery of Molecular Mechanisms 
Controlling the Circadian Rhythm
October 2, 2017

Members! Cast Your Vote for the IDA 2018 Board of Directors 
Before September 30
September 20, 2017

Blog Categories

Advocacy (24) 

AGM (10) 

Astronomy (18) 

Awards (5) 

Call to Action (18) 

Chapter News (2) 

Dark Sky Places (83) 

DonateJoinRenewHome



ABOUT

Contact Us

Who We Are

Our Work

Success Stories

OUR WORK

International Dark 

Sky Places

Fixture Seal of 

Approval

Parks and 

LIGHTING

Light Pollution

Find Dark Sky 

Lighting

Lighting Basics

My Neighbor’s 

GET INVOLVED

Join IDA

Donate

Other Ways to Give

Do Something Now

RESOURCES

FAQs

Losing the Dark

Publications

Materials for 

Educators

Education (6) 

Events (27) 

Featured Posts (35) 

Fundraising (6) 

Guest Writer (7) 

How To (10) 

IDSW (11) 

Inspiration (23) 

LEDs (23) 

Light Pollution (59) 

Energy Waste (5) 

Human Health (3) 

Wildlife (16) 

Outdoor Lighting (30) 

Policy (18) 

Press Release (63) 

Public Outreach (17) 

Recent Posts (128) 

Research (21) 

Uncategorized (57) 

Blog Archives

Blog Archives Select Month 

ID

A 

Int

er

nat

DonateJoinRenewHome



Funding

Press Releases

Protected Areas

Sea Turtle 

Conservation

Education and 

Outreach

Lighting

Lighting Ordinances

LED Practical 

Guide

Find a Chapter

Events

Public Outreach 

Materials

Find a Dark Sky 

Place

ion

al 

He

ad

qu

arters, 3223 N. First Avenue, Tucson, Arizona 85719 USA    Privacy Policy | 

Terms of Use | Careers | Contact

DonateJoinRenewHome


