
Light Pollution

Light pollution is a side effect of our industrial society. 
It comes from sources such as domestic exterior and 
interior lighting, commercial properties, factories, 
streetlights, sporting venues and so on.

The effects of light pollution include energy wastage, 
effects on ecosystems and interference with 
astronomical observations. Light trespass can effect 
human health causing fatigue, loss of sleep, headaches 
and loss of amenity.

Specific categories of light pollution include;

Light trespass  which occurs when unwanted light 
enters one’s property, for instance, by shining over a 
neighbour’s fence. A common light trespass problem 
occurs when a strong light enters the window of one’s 
home from outside.

Over-illumination when there is an excessive use of 
light.

Glare, the result of excessive contrast between bright 
and dark areas in the field of view i.e. directly viewing 
the filament of an unshielded or badly shielded light.

Clutter which refers to excessive groupings of lights 
and may generate confusion and distract from 
obstacles intended to be illuminated.

Sky glow which refers to the “glow” effect that can 
be seen over populated areas. 

The Law

Under the Environmental Protection Act 1990, some 
types of light pollution can now be designated a 
statutory nuisance if it is proved to be prejudicial to 
health or a ‘nuisance’.  

This includes ‘light trespass’ where particularly 
bad lighting from a property affects a neighbour. It 
excludes light from  sources such as airports, railway 
and bus stations, goods vehicle depots, lighthouses, 
defence premises and prisons.

1. Approach your neighbour

There are a number of things you can do yourself to 
address light pollution. Approaching your neighbour 
should be your first step in attempting to resolve the 
problem.  Explain politely that you are being affected 
by lighting, as they may be unaware of the problem 
they are causing and may be only too willing to reduce 
the light. In most cases this is the most effective way 
of dealing with such a problem and the least damaging 
to relationships.  You should make a note of when you 
approach your neighbour, their response and keep 
copies of any correspondence.  It may be required at a 
later date to show that you have attempted to resolve 
the problem.

2. Speak to your landlord

If you are a tenant, speak to your landlord. Landlords, 
whether social or private, may be able to take action 
against neighbours who are causing a nuisance to their 
tenants, or their tenants who may be causing light 
pollution.

3. Mediation

If the direct approach does not succeed, you may 
want to consider mediation involving a trained 
independent third party.  This can help towards 
reaching a satisfactory agreement or compromise. 

4. Contact the Council

If the informal approach doesn’t resolve the matter, 
or you feel unable to make such an approach, then 
you can make an official complaint through the 
Council’s Environmental Protection Team.

For the Council to take action it must first be satisfied 
that the light amounts to a ‘Statutory Nuisance’.  For 
light to constitute a statutory nuisance it must affect 
you in an unreasonable and substantial way. It is more 
than just an ‘annoyance’ and much more than the 
mere detection of a light.  For action to be taken, 
evidence (suitable for use in a court) will be required 
to support the case.

There are many factors to be taken into 
consideration when determining if a light source is 
causing a statutory nuisance.  These include;

• Length of time light affects you
• Which part of your property is affected
• How it affects you
• Your location e.g. urban/rural.

In most cases the following procedure may be 
followed.

• An informal letter may be sent to the person 
creating the light, informing them of the complaint 
and asking them to take action to reduce the light 
problem.

• You will be asked to keep a diary noting how 
and when the light affects you. 

• If your diary shows that a light nuisance may exist,
an officer may visit you at a time when the light is
affecting you to make an assessment.

If a statutory nuisance is found to exist, an ‘abatement 
notice’ may then be served on the appropriate person 
to prohibit or restrict the light nuisance.  Abatement 
does not necessarily mean ‘stop’, but may instead 
mean ‘reduce’ the nuisance so that a nuisance is no 
longer caused.

If following the service of a notice the light continues 
to be a problem, you would be required to keep a 
further diary and an attempt to witness the light 
nuisance would then be made by an officer. 
Finally if the light constitutes a nuisance and evidence 
substantiates this, the Council may take the offender 
to court for failing to comply with the ’abatement 
notice’.

5. Taking your own action

Sometimes it is not possible for the Council to take 
action for example if they are unable to witness 
the light nuisance - this could be where the light is 
intermittent or unpredictable. 
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In such circumstances, you can take independent 
action under Section 82 of the Environmental 
Protection Act 1990 by contacting the Magistrates’ 
Court directly. You are advised to seek professional 
advice from your own solicitor before embarking on 
this course of action, but a brief guideline on what you 
will need to do follows below.

Keep a diary recording when the light occurs and 
how it affects you. Once you have gathered sufficient 
evidence you should approach the Clerk at a 
Magistrates Court and explain that you wish to make 
a complaint under section 82 of the Environmental 
Protection Act 1990. You will need your evidence to 
show that you have a case to proceed with. 

The Clerk will advise you that you must give the 
person responsible three days written notice that you 
intend complaining directly to the Magistrates Court. 
You should ensure that your records, and those of any 
witnesses, are kept up to date and that your witnesses 
are prepared to support you in court. A date will then 
be set for the case to be heard and a summons will be 
served on the person alleged to be causing the light 
trespass problem. In court you will be required to 
present your case and you may be cross-examined.

If the Magistrates are convinced that your case is 
justified, they will make a court order requiring the 
nuisance to be abated, and prohibiting its recurrence. 
The Court may also impose a fine.

If the order is ignored, you will need to keep further 
records and if necessary return to court with your 
evidence.

6. Prevent causing a light nuisance to
others by:

• Reducing the times the light is turned on.
• Pointing the light away from neighbouring

properties
• Putting a shield on the light to ensure the light is

directed to the ground
• Reducing the wattage of the light

7. Further information

Mid Sussex District Council 
Environmental Protection Team
Tel: 01444 477292 
Email: pollution@midsussex.gov.uk

West Sussex Mediation Service
Park House, North Street, 
Horsham, RH12 1RN
Website:http://wsms.org.uk/
Email: info@wsms.org.uk 
Tel: 0300 200 0025

Defra (Department for Environment Food and 
Rural Affairs)
Tel: 08459 33 55 77
www.defra.gov.uk




