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The third darkest National Park is the Yorkshire Dales, 
which has 79% night skies falling in the darkest category. 
There is little light pollution within the park and the area has 
two Dark Sky Discovery sites27: designated as such because 
they provide the best places for stargazing, being away from 
the worst of any local light pollution, providing good sightlines 
of the sky and have good public access. 

The South Downs National Park was awarded Dark Sky 
Reserve status in May 2016; our maps show the Park has 14% 
pristine night skies, with 57%, the majority, in the next darkest 
category. There is little severe light pollution, making the area 
unusual in the highly populated South East. Gaining Dark  
Sky status will help protect these remarkably dark skies in  
the long term. 

There are 34 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty in 
England which protect 26% of our darkest skies. Planning 
policies and decisions are taken by the various local 
authorities within the AONB area, although several AONBs  
are running projects to help protect and promote the value of 
dark skies. For example, there are many Dark Sky Discovery 
sites in AONBs and some are working towards International 
Dark Sky status. The Isles of Scilly AONB is the darkest, as it 
was when considered as a district. The next darkest AONB is 
the North Pennines with 86% pristine night skies and very 
little light pollution; Shropshire Hills AONB similarly has  
86% of skies in this category. 

On average, Cannock Chase AONB is the brightest,  
although 47% falls in the third darkest category and there  
is no severe light pollution; the majority of the light spills  
out from the towns of Cannock, Rugeley and Stafford into  
the AONB. This shows that the AONB is an oasis of darkness  
for people to enjoy compared to the surrounding towns.  
The Chichester Harbour AONB is the next but one brightest, 
with 53% in the third darkest category and light pollution from 

surrounding towns. There is also a high level of light pollution 
spilling up into the night sky and surrounding landscape by 
Madestein UK, a greenhouse complex. The Suffolk Coast and 
Heaths AONB has the brightest pixels in all of the AONBs, 
associated with RAF Woodbridge and Felixstowe port on the 
edge of the AONB, both severe sources of light pollution that 
have a significant effect on the AONB. Despite this, the AONB 
has 33% of its night skies in the darkest category. 

National Parks and AONBs have a vital role in the protection 
of dark landscapes and the skies above them, yet 47% of 
England’s darkest skies are outside protected areas and may 
not be covered by local planning policies to protect against 
light pollution. There are large swathes of the very darkest 
skies outside these designated areas in Devon, heading into 
East Cornwall and in Herefordshire. CPRE Herefordshire wants 
to see a large area of the county designated as a ‘Marches 
AONB’; such a designation should help protect much of the 
dark skies in the county. There is also a significant area of 
unprotected dark skies to the south of the North York Moors 
National Park, an area that the local CPRE group would like to 
see designated as a Yorkshire Wolds AONB. 

National Character Areas –  
light and landscape character 
Darkness at night or the presence of light pollution will  
affect the character of a landscape, whether urban or  
rural, and also affect people’s experience of a landscape.  
The variety of landscapes in England is reflected in the 159 
National Character Areas (NCAs) identified by Natural England. 
The NCA profiles28 have been updated to describe in detail  
the special characteristics of an area, including key facts  
and data, and summarise opportunities for the future 
management of an area. The NCA profiles provide valuable 
contextual evidence, including the growing body of data on 
light pollution and references to dark skies that need to be 
protected. For example, the Cheviots NCA in Northumberland 
notes that a key characteristic of the area is its tranquillity: 
‘Wild, open moorlands, few settlements or roads and dark 
night skies are responsible for this NCA being perceived as  
one of the most undisturbed areas in England.’

To complement the NCA profiles, we have created  
detailed maps for each NCA, to help identify opportunities  
to reduce light pollution and protect dark skies at a larger 
scale. As may be expected, the darkest and brightest NCAs 
coincide with the darkest counties, National Parks and AONBs. 
Detailed information about the darkest and brightest NCAs 
can be found in the LUC report, which is available from: 
nightblight.cpre.org.uk.

27  Find out more about the Dark Sky Discovery project: http://www.darkskydiscovery.org.uk/
28  View the NCA profiles: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-character-area-profiles-data-for-local-decision-making

Cawfields stargazing, Northumberland 
International Dark Sky Park

Seven Sisters, South Downs National ParkHarbottle Castle, Northumberland
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Government
●● should ensure that local authorities are implementing 
Government policy to control light pollution, as set out  
in the National Planning Policy Framework and associated 
guidance. In the absence of resources for the relevant 
departments (Defra and DCLG31) to pursue rigorous 
monitoring, we call on Ministers to issue a clear statement 
that local authorities should take action to control light 
pollution and protect dark skies in their areas. 

Local authorities
●● should develop policies to control light pollution in local 
plans which will ensure that existing dark skies are 
protected, and that new developments do not increase 
local light pollution.32 Our maps can be used as evidence 
to inform decisions on local planning applications.

●● local highway authorities should identify areas with 
severe light pollution and target action to reduce it, such 
as investing in dimming technology, running part-night 

lighting schemes (in consultation with the local community) 
or replacing street lighting with less light polluting types. 
Our maps can also be used to identify existing dark skies 
that need to be protected and enhanced, such as the large 
tracts of dark skies in Herefordshire, Devon and Yorkshire.

●● local highway authorities should develop a Street Lighting 
Policy, which could include Environmental Lighting Zones  
to ensure that appropriate lighting is used in each area.

Highways England
●● should use the maps to identify sections of motorways  
and trunk roads that need urgent attention to reduce  
light pollution. Any new lighting should be well designed 
and be the minimum required to meet its purpose.

●● should use the opportunity of the review of the Design 
Manual for Roads and Bridges to specify ambitious 
performance-based standards for lighting that minimise 
light pollution. 

(Continued over)

Conclusion

he satellite data was captured at 1.30 am – illustrating 
how much wasted money and energy is burning up 
into the night sky when most people are asleep.

It is vital that local authorities adopt policies to 
control light pollution. Our evidence suggests that few are 
implementing national planning guidance – but where they  
do it is effective and that where they have invested in new 
lighting technology this has reduced the amount of light 
spilling up into the night sky.29 30 The darkest counties have all 
made changes to street lighting in their areas, resulting in  
less upward light pollution. Government must do more to 
ensure that local authorities are doing all they can to control 
light pollution.

Despite recent efforts to improve lighting on motorways 
and trunk roads, there is still action needed by Highways 

England to reduce the amount of light pollution that is evident 
around its network. The technology is available to have well 
designed lighting where and when it is needed, which will save 
Highways England money, reduce energy consumption and 
reduce light pollution too. 

England’s National Parks and AONBs are the guardians  
of 53% of the darkest skies we have, and their continued 
vigilance will help protect our darkest places for years to come. 
Yet CPRE is concerned that there are few long-term safeguards 
to protect the remaining 47% of our pristine night skies from 
new sources of light pollution. This is where local authorities 
have a vital role to play in developing and implementing 
policies to protect existing dark skies.

Based on the findings of this research and mapping, CPRE 
makes the following recommendations for action:

T

29  CPRE (2014) Shedding Light: a survey of local authority approaches to lighting in England http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/dark-skies/item/3608-shedding-light
30  There is often controversy about the use of LED lighting and we urge councils to give careful consideration to the type they use, due to the potential effects of higher temperature blue 

rich lighting on people and wildlife. Read more in the International Dark-Sky Association guidance: http://darksky.org/lighting/led-practical-guide/ 
31  Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and Department for Communities and Local Government.
32  Examples of effective policies can be found in CPRE (2014) Shedding Light: a survey of local authority approaches to lighting in England http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/

dark-skies/item/3608-shedding-light

Recommendations

Our new maps provide a detailed picture of how light 
pollution is dispersed around the country. The mapping 
identifies our darkest skies – the places that need to be 
protected for the benefit of current and future generations. 

http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/dark-skies/item/3608-shedding-light
http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/dark-skies/item/3608-shedding-light
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National Park Authorities and Areas  
of Outstanding Natural Beauty
●● should continue exemplary work to curb light 
pollution in their areas, including by having strong 
policies in Management Plans and local plans 
to control light pollution;

●● should use the maps as evidence to support 
applications for Dark Sky place status and to 
inform National Park Authority decisions about 
planning applications, and in the AONBs to  
inform responses to applications. The maps can 
also be used by local authorities to develop 
effective policies to control light pollution both 
within National Parks and AONBs and in areas 
around them.

Landscape specialists
●● should use the maps to inform Environmental 
Impact Assessments, as a baseline to measure 
the potential impact of new developments and  
land use. The maps could help inform appropriate 
mitigation, for example as part of the Landscape 
and Visual Impact Assessment. They could also  
be used to inform landscape and seascape 
character assessments.

●● the maps could also be used in settings studies 
where the experience of an asset is dependent  
on the quality of its surrounding dark night skies. 
The maps can provide evidence to support this  
and to show how change/development may affect 
this experience.  

Businesses and large facility owners
●● should review their existing lighting and ensure 
new developments have well designed lighting 
schemes that do not cause light pollution.  
Dimming and switching off lights would also  
save money. Larger facilities that create light 
pollution can be identified on the maps.

Developers
●● should ensure new developments have well 
designed lighting schemes that do not cause  
light pollution. 

Parish councils and community groups
●● can use the maps as evidence to inform 
neighbourhood plans and to shape local 
decisions about lighting, such as street lights 
owned by parish councils.

Schools
●● can use the maps as an educational resource  
to teach students about light pollution and the 
value of dark skies; a lesson plan is available from 
CPRE for Key Stage 1 and 2 children.

If you are concerned about local  
light pollution
●● you can look up your local area on our 
interactive map and use this as evidence to help 
you shape future developments in your area,  
so that they either have well-designed lighting 
schemes or are refused permission if they would 
cause light pollution in existing dark places.

●● you can also use the maps to lobby your local 
council about light pollution, for example if a 
particular light source is a problem, and raise  
the issue with your local MP.

●● the maps will also help you find your nearest 
dark skies, to escape from nearby light pollution 
and experience a truly dark starry night sky!

Recommendations  
(continued)
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●● We believe that a beautiful, tranquil, 
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is fundamental to people’s quality  
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be valued for its own sake

●● We believe the planning system  
should protect and enhance the 
countryside in the public interest
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