
The International Dark-Sky Association defines light
pollution as "any adverse effect of artificial light including
sky glow, glare, light trespass, light clutter, decreased
visibility at night, and energy waste." Some estimates
indicate that over 99% of people living in the United States
live under light polluted skies with fewer than 80% able to
see the Milky Way. There are fewer and fewer places left to
view the stars in perfect clarity.
 
The Big Bend Conservation Alliance Dark Sky Program
works with area businesses, homeowners, and service
providers to implement good lighting practices. BBCA
seeks to achieve International Dark-Sky Community
certifications by working with local governments and
residents, strengthening lighting ordinances,  and
implementing educational opportunities on dark sky issues.
 
Maintaining dark skies has the economic benefit of
boosting tourism to West Texas.  Over 80,000 visitors come
to McDonald Observatory annually and Fort Davis hosts the
Texas Star Party, one of the largest annual gatherings of
amateur astronomers in the country.   A 2016 National Park
Service Report indicated that Big Bend National Park's
388,290 visitors had an economic impact of $37.9 million to
the local economies. Without dark skies, communities
would lose the economic benefit astro-tourism brings to
the region.

PRESERVING THE DARK SKIES

OF THE BIG BEND

Perhaps one of the most-mentioned attributes of the Big Bend 
is its awe-inspiring starry night sky. With clear skies and little light

pollution, the Big Bend region is one of the darkest areas 
in the continental U.S.

Regional light pollution: 1997 (top) and 2014 (bottom)
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LIGHT POLLUTION



The Big Bend region is home to the world-renowned
McDonald Observatory, located in Jeff Davis County.
Preservation of the quality of the dark sky in the vicinity of
the observatory has always been a priority and is necessary
for the continued success of the observatory. In an effort to
preserve the quality of the dark sky around the
observatory, Texas passed legislation mandating the use of
dark sky-friendly outdoor lighting for all new development
in the seven counties surrounding the observatory - that's
over 28,000 square miles. All of the counties and
communities of the Big Bend region have dark sky lighting
ordinances, although few are rigorously enforced and
many residents are not aware of their importance or
existence. 
 
McDonald Observatory has played a key role in raising
awareness of dark skies. The Observatory has been working
with the oil and gas industry to mitigate light pollution as
drilling and exploration rapidly moves into the region. The
observatory has increased efforts to raise awareness
among industry leaders about ordinances put in place to
protect the observatory from light pollution. The light
pollution from oil and gas infrastructure continues to
impact the region, but many producers are instituting
good lighting practices to improve worksite safety and
keep light pointed at the ground.

Big Bend National Park and Big Bend Ranch State Park are recognized by the
International Dark Sky Association as Dark Sky Parks for their commitment to
protecting dark skies. Together they form the largest contiguous area under dark sky
protection in the U.S. The Sierra La Rana neighborhood in Alpine is also certified by
the IDA, all development in the neighborhood must comply with dark sky lighting.  

Light pollution harms your health and wildlife. Studies show that being brightly lit
24/7 is disruptive, especially for migratory birds and insects, plants, nocturnal
animals, and even people.  Many species (ourselves included) are dependent on daily
cycles of darkness and light for proper body functioning and to maintain good
health. Warm colored light (3000 Kelvin or less) can reduce the negative impacts of
artificial light. The cooler, blue sprectrum (whiter in appearance) light temperatures
are more disruptive to the natural cycle of light and dark.  

Dark sky friendly lighting can be more energy efficient and save you money. It is
estimated that 35 percent of light is wasted in the U.S. by unshielded and/or poorly
aimed outdoor lighting - equivalent to $3 billion dollars annually. Properly aimed
lights reduce light trespass to neighboring properties and can be safer by reducing
glare. Brighter lights are not always the safest choice.    
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DID YOU KNOW?



USE LIGHT ONLY WHEN IT'S NEEDED. Minimize outdoor light use with timers and motion detectors. Turn off
lights when they are not needed and create a curfew for lights-out.
USE ONLY AS MUCH LIGHT WHERE IT'S NEEDED. Over lighting reduces the eye’s ability to see outside of the lit
area.  In addition, excess light can produce glare, which also reduces visibility.  Shine lights down, not up. A
well-designed fixture will direct the light where it’s needed most—at the ground.  Select new fixtures that are
fully shielded; retrofit or replace poor quality fixtures. 
USE ENERGY EFFICIENT LIGHT SOURCES FOR OUTDOOR LIGHTING. Consider a compact fluorescent or LED for
good, energy efficient, economical lighting—a low wattage lamp gives plenty of light for most properties and
applications. When higher wattage lamps are necessary, be sure that they are fully shielded. 
SELECT LOWER LUMEN LIGHT SOURCES (LESS BRIGHTNESS) FOR YOUR NEEDS TO INCREASE SAFETY AND
REDUCE ENERGY COSTS. If using incandescent bulbs, use the lowest wattage bulbs as appropriate. If you are
considering LEDs, select one that has a warm color temperature below 3000K. Amber colored lighting is
preferable to bright white/bluer colored lighting.  

PRACTICAL ACTIONS 
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Big Bend Conservation Alliance works to conserve 
the living heritage and unique natural and cultural resources 

of the greater Big Bend region of Texas.

Contact us:
info@bigbendconservationalliance.org
www.bigbendconservationalliance.org

P.O. BOX 1721
Alpine, TX 79831

Big Bend Conservation Alliance is committed to protecting our night skies. The BBCA Dark Sky Program is
available to help you or your business improve your outdoor lighting. Contact us for a consult. 

HELP PROTECT OUR NIGHT SKIES

Stripes convenience store in Alpine, TX before (left) and after (right) a dark sky lighting retrofit. 
The retrofit lowered energy usage from 5760 watts to 1536 watts by installing dark friendly LED lighting.
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You can make a difference! Eliminating light pollution can be as simple as turning off lights not in use or
pointing lights to shine on the ground. Retrofitting lighting can even help you save money through the
installation of energy-efficient light fixtures. Other ways to help include:
 

Be a Dark Sky Champion.
Educate others in your community about dark skies.
Audit your outdoor lighting and retrofit non-compliant lighting.
Advocate for strong lighting policy and enforcement.
Identify, recognize, and promote others who have implemented good dark-sky lighting in your community. 
Visit the International Dark Sky Association (www.darksky.org) for more information and lighting tips. 

http://www.bigbendconservationalliance.org/
https://twitter.com/BBCAlliance
https://www.instagram.com/bigbendconservationalliance/
https://www.facebook.com/bigbendconservationalliance/
http://www.darksky.org/

