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LIGHTING AND CRIME

Does outdoor nighttime lighting prevent crime?
The answer is nobody knows. There have been
studies in the United States and in Europe examin-
ing this issue, and they have come to no definite
conclusions that can be applied to society as a
whole. Some studies suggest that lighting a partic-
ular neighborhood or park reduces the local crime
rate. These types of studies often suffer from poor
controls, poor scientific methodology, and failure to
include ling term follow-up. Other studies show no
significant change in crime rates after the installa-
tion of lighting. If it were so easy to reduce crime
with lighting, then we should have made consider-
able headway by now. Our cities have never been
brighter, yet the crime rate is higher than ever. The
connection between crime reduction and increased
lighting is vague at best.

It is safe to say that good lighting in park,
neighborhood, or shopping malls may indeed bring
more people out for shopping and recreation. If
this is the case, there may be less crime, as more
people are present to automatically associate it
with a high crime rate area. Think about how many
places there are in our big cities that are brilliantly
overlit and devoid of pedestrians.

There are anecdotal reports of increased
crime and vandalism after the installation of lights.
An article in Building Operator (See IDA IS # 54)
discusses how school districts across the country
are actually turning off lights on school grounds
to reduce vandalism. This also saves money by
reducing energy use. There is no scientific evi-
dence that nighttime blackout of lighting will always
reduce vandalism, just as there is no evidence
increased nighttime lighting necessarily reduces
crime. A poorly conceived lighting program insti-
tuted by public hysteria over crime and vandalism
can cause more harm than good. It offers people
a solution that won’t de effective, giving the public

a false sense of security, and it wastes funds that
could be better spent on other social needs, such
as more police or a better recreation program for
school dropouts.

Is there then a public need for nighttime
lighting? Of course there is. Numerous studies
demonstrate reduced automobile and pedestrian
accidents on properly lit busy roads and arterials.
Reasonable lighting levels are necessary for urban
living. However, quiet suburban neighborhoods
probably do not need any street lights whatsoever
or, at the most, lights only at busy corners. Malls
and shopping center parking lots need reasonable
lighting levels during business hours. After hours,
the lighting levels can be greatly reduced or the
lights entirely turned off. As in all cases with out-
door nighttime lighting, the lighting must be well
thought out and well designed for the tasks at
hand, keeping in mind the need for public security
and recreation as well as the need to protect the
beauty of the nighttime sky.
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