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City of Calgary - Light Abatement By-Laws 
 
Purpose of the By-law 
An outdoor lighting by-law should encourage responsible lighting to reduce glare, light 
trespass, and energy waste. It will also protect the night-time environment and preserve 
our heritage of beautiful night skies.  
Downward Directed Light 
Shielded or "Full Cut Off" light fixtures that are properly aimed downward are a must. 
This will solve most light trespass and glare problems, and it will significantly reduce sky 
glow, which hampers scientific observations at the University of Calgary's astronomical 
observatory near Priddis. Shielded lights will also prevent horizontally and upward-
directed light that can be hazardous to safe airplane operations at the Calgary 
International Airport. 
Glare Reduction and Control 
Glare always reduces visibility, which reduces traffic and personal safety. Lights should 
be shielded and aimed so that they are not directly visible from the roads, alleys and 
pathways (driver, cyclist and pedestrian safety), and so that they do not obscure traffic 
signs or cause confusion.  
Light Trespass (Privacy) Issues 
Light trespass, or "spill light," should be minimised. Light trespass can occur between all 
types of property: residential, commercial, retail, industrial and municipal. How do we 
define trespass? Is it light shining on your property or just in your windows? Calgary's 
current Land Use By-law addresses light from commercial and industrial properties 
shining onto residential property, but it is not enforced, and developers and business 
owners generally ignore it. For light trespass between residential properties (single and 
multifamily), unshielded, 60-watt incandescent lights may (or not) be acceptable, but all 
brighter lights should be shielded and aimed to prevent light trespass.  
Environment Issues 
Locations near natural and wildlife areas must consider the adverse impacts of night 
lighting, such as with migrating bird life and disruptions to the activities of nocturnal 
animals.  
Lighting Zones 
Some lighting codes, in use in other cities, now include the concept of lighting zones to 
distinguish different types of lighting areas. For example, parks, and wildlife refuges, and 
areas near astronomical observatories require much lower levels of lighting than in city 
centres. 
Energy Waste & Carbon Dioxide Emissions 
Quality lighting can reduce electricity consumption and thereby reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions. In Alberta, most electricity is produced by at coal and gas fired generators. 
Each kilowatt-hour (one kilowatt-hour = one 100 W bulb left on for 10 hours) of 
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electricity generated this way results in the emission of one kilogram of CO2 into our 
atmosphere. The use of energy efficient light sources should be encouraged. In the table 
below, the lights all produce about the same amount of light (lumens) but consume 
energy at different rates (watts): 

Type of Bulb Watts per  
1000 lumens Comments 

Incandescent (ordinary bulbs) 60 watts Least efficient 

Mercury vapour 24 watts  

Metal halide 17 watts  

High pressure sodium 12 watts Typical street light bulb 

Low pressure sodium 8 watts Most efficient 

 
Curfews and Time Controls 
Turn off unneeded lighting. When a business closes, they don't need to leave all their 
exterior lighting on all night. Billboard lighting and illuminated signs can be turned off at 
night when very few people are out. Sports lighting should always be turned off when the 
events are over. Existing codes usually require businesses turn off exterior lighting and 
illuminated signs within 30 minutes of the close of business or 11:00 p.m., whichever is 
later. Billboards should also be turned off at 11:00 p.m. Although security lighting is of 
questionable value, exterior lights left on for security should be shielded and of lower 
intensity than display and other general area lighting. Motion-sensor activated lights may 
be more effective. 
Security Lights 
Numerous British and American studies show there is no relationship between lighting 
and crime. The studies do show that lighting makes us feel safer. The Calgary Police 
Service agrees. Their data shows that most break and entries (B&Es) occur when the 
occupants are away: house B&Es during the day and business B&Es during the night. 
Assaults generally occur between people who know each other and usually involve 
alcohol, drugs, or past differences. Many American schools have adopted a "Dark 
Campus" policy wherein there are no exterior lights at night. Vandalism virtually ceases. 
Convicts cite signs of occupancy, difficult entry, dogs and alarms as deterrents.  
Lighting Levels 
Auto dealerships, service stations, convenience stores, and some shopping malls are 
installing outdoor lighting that is much brighter than levels recommended by national and 
international lighting engineering organisations. This is purely an advertising ploy that 
circumvents sign by-laws (draw attention to the whole site or building instead of a using 
a sign). Such lighting can compromise safety rather than help, and it wastes energy. 
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Illumination levels should be designed for the specific task or need and should not exceed 
the minimum levels as defined by the Illuminating Engineering Society of North America.  
Exemptions 
Do some kinds of lighting need to be excluded? Some examples are are low level holiday 
lighting, emergency lights, airport navigation lighting, and special events, such as the 
Calgary Stampede, etc. Time controls should still be used in some instances though. 
Astronomical Issues 
The University of Calgary's Rothney Astrophysical Observatory (home to one of three 
large telescopes in Canada) near Priddis, southwest of Calgary, is badly affected by poor 
lighting practices in Calgary. It is the only major observatory in Canada not protected by 
a light pollution by-law. 
Existing Bad Lighting 
Although new lighting or replacement lighting installations can easily meet the new 
lighting standards, how do we deal with the large amount of bad lighting that already 
exists? Should the by-law exempt all existing lighting? Or should there be a time limit by 
which such lighting must be replaced, say five years? Perhaps a compromise is that 
compliance with new standards is required when a fixture needs to be replaced or when a 
property is renovated? The City of Calgary should set a good example by committing to 
correct all of its bad lighting within 5 years.  
Enforcement Issues 
Outdoor lighting is somewhat different than other zoning issues. Inclusion of lighting 
requirements in development permits is an effective way to ensure initial compliance 
because not everyone is always familiar with the requirements of a by-law. For example, 
Calgary's current Land Use By-law addresses light from commercial and industrial 
properties shining onto residential property, yet developers ignore the law and the City 
does not enforce it. Calgary should enforce the existing Land Use By-law so that all 
existing non-residential lighting that causes trespass on residential property will be 
brought into compliance immediately. What provisions do we need in the new law to 
ensure compliance?  
OUTDOOR LIGHTING PRACTICES 
There many reasons to use night time lighting, typically for safety, to enhance 
surveillance, and for decorative purposes. The Light Pollution Abatement Committee of 
the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada (Calgary Centre) has identified many lighting 
practices and grouped them into Acceptable and Problematic Lighting Practices for ease 
of discussion.  
Acceptable Lighting Practices are those that cause limited light pollution or which relate 
directly to public safety. Problematic Lighting Practices relate to situations where lighting 
can cause a problem but where the solution is relatively straightforward, usually 
involving restrictions on where, how much and when light can be used. However, there 
are some lighting practices that must be prohibited because they are significant sources of 
light pollution and cannot be easily controlled. These lighting practices are listed below 
and the recommended solutions to problematic lighting practices is presented beside them.  

http://calgary.rasc.ca/lp/bylawproject.html#alp#alp�
http://calgary.rasc.ca/lp/bylawproject.html#plp#plp�
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Acceptable Lighting Practices 
Emergency lighting used by police, fire fighting, or medical personnel during the 
emergency 
Airport lighting used to the safe and efficient movement of aircraft during flight, take-off, 
landing, and taxiing 
Lasers used for meteorological and scientific purposes 
Christmas lights between December 1 and January 15 
Gas discharge lamps (neon, argon or other gases, i.e. a "neon" tube, but not a fluorescent 
tube) 
Red tower-marker lights 
White strobe lights on towers used during daytime 
Light from open flame 
Gas lanterns 
Underwater lighting 
 
Problematic Lighting Practices 
General 

Use of any light fixture that, by design, 
permits light to be emitted horizontally or 
upwards. Examples are: semi-cut-off 
streetlights; wallpacks; globe fixtures; most 
decorative and historic looking fixtures.  

Prohibit; use full cut-off optics and 
maintain proper installation 

Full cut-off lights that are not installed and 
maintained in a level position, allowing 
light to be emitted horizontally and upward  

Enforce proper maintenance 

Temporary lights used during construction 
that cause glare or direct illumination of 
any roadway, alley, pathway, residential 
property, or any building not on the 
construction site  

Keep light on construction site by using full 
cut-off fixtures that are mounted and aimed 
properly 

Illumination of buildings from ground or 
wall mounted lights that are aimed upwards  

Require soffit lighting or downward-aimed 
wall-mounted lights; prohibit upwardly 
aimed, wall-mounted lights; require 100% 
of light from ground-mounted lights to fall 
on the building  

Light in or near natural and wildlife areas  Use lower intensity shielded lighting and 
turn off lights at night 
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Illumination of building walls after 11:00 
p.m. Prohibit 

Illumination of roofs  Prohibit 

Illumination of flags  Prohibit 

Monument and statue illumination where 
much light can bypass the object  

Use low intensity lights, templates, louvers 
and shields to keep 95% of the light within 
object and turn off illumination 11:00 p.m. 

Upward directed landscape lighting  Prohibit 

Laser light and similar high intensity lights  Prohibit 

White strobe lights on communication 
towers at night  Prohibit 

Mercury vapour lamps  Prohibit 

Exempting existing bad lighting from new 
outdoor lighting control  Require compliance by 2007 

City of Calgary Controlled Lighting 

Lights on city-owned property, such as 
buildings, facilities, parks, etc, that are left 
on all night  

Turn off at 11:00 p.m. 

Streetlights that are not full cut-off  Require that all new and retrofitted 
streetlights are full cut-off 

Unshielded lights beneath overpasses If required for proper roadway illumination, 
use properly shielded lights 

Non-full cut-off lights that are not owned 
by the City but which are attached to City 
property and cause light pollution  

Either remove the offending fixture or 
require immediate replacement with a full 
cut-off fixture 

Promotion and use of non-full cut off 
lighting by the City and its agents and 
corporations. 

The City should not promote or require the 
use of any lighting on private property. The 
City, its agents and corporations should be 
contractually bound to upholding, using, 
and promoting the use of responsible 
lighting practices that reduce and minimise 
light pollution. 

Airport 

Unshielded lighting at the airport Prohibit, except lights needed for safe 
flight, landing, take off, taxiing or aircraft. 
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The Calgary Airport Authority should 
replace all other airport lighting with lights 
that minimise light pollution. 

Schools 

Unshielded, all night "security" lighting 
Encourage this to be turned off according 
to the Dark Campus Strategy; otherwise 
require full cut-off fixtures)  

Non-residential Lighting (retail, commercial, industrial, including hotels and motels) 

Light from any non-residential property 
trespassing on any residential property or 
directly illuminating a residential building 

Minimise trespass and prohibit direct 
illumination of residential buildings 

Hotels & motels: on property lighting that 
directly illuminates a building where guests 
sleep 

Prohibit 

Light from any non-residential property 
directly illuminating any building on any 
other property 

Prohibit 

Light from any non-residential property 
that directly illuminates a roadway, alley, 
or pathway 

Minimise unless safe or if removal will 
harm roadway illumination. However, 
lights must be aimed and shielded to 
prevent glare from a driver's perspective. 

Light from any non-residential property 
that causes glare on roadways, alleys, and 
pathways. Examples are light from parking 
lots, parades, over lit service station 
canopies, etc.  

Prohibit 

Security lighting that is not shield, full cut-
off  Prohibit 

Over-lighting, at, for example, service 
station under-canopy lighting, convenience 
stores, shopping malls, display lots  

Limit the amount of light that can be used.  

Business lighting left on after the close of 
business, such as for general area lighting, 
parking lots, display lots, and internally or 
externally illuminated signs  

11:00 p.m. to sunrise curfew 

Interior office tower lights left on all night  Turn off after the cleaning staff is finished 

Signs and Advertising (in general, turn off from 11:00 p.m. to sunrise) 

http://www.darksky.org/infoshts/is054.html�
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Bottom-mounted lights used on billboards, 
traffic directional signs, advertising signs  

Prohibit; require top-mounted lights for 
general signage and auto-reflective traffic 
signs 

Externally illuminated signs Use shielded lights, aimed downward; turn 
off at 11:00 p.m. 

Internally illuminated signs with a light-
coloured background 

A dark background with light lettering and 
images is preferred; turn off at 11:00 p.m. 

Signs illuminated from ground mounted 
lights  

Prohibit or require that all light must fall 
within the outline of the sign; turn off 
illumination at close of business 

Illumination of off-site advertising signs  Prohibit 

Illuminated signs that cause visual 
confusion or make road signs difficult to 
see 

Prohibit and require prompt removal 

Lights that externally illuminate signs and 
that cause direct illumination of residential 
property or buildings  

Prohibit 

Flickering and flashing lights used for 
advertising, whether or not affixed to the 
signs 

Prohibit 

Searchlights used for advertising or 
entertainment Prohibit 

Recreational Areas 

Sport facility lighting trespassing on 
residential property  

Minimise by proper lighting engineering 
design 

Sport facility lighting that directly 
illuminates residential buildings  Prohibit 

Sport facility lighting that is left on when 
there is no sporting event happening  Prohibit 

Residential (single or multi-family dwelling) 

Light trespass from one residential property 
to another Minimise with proper aim and shielding 

Unshielded lights brighter than 1000 
lumens (= one 60 watt incandescent bulb)  Prohibit 

Metal halide lights  Prohibit 
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Light from motion-sensor activated 
floodlights directly illuminating other 
residential buildings  

Prohibit; they should be aimed to minimise 
trespass 

Housing project, Apartment Building, Lodging House, Senior Citizen Complex, or 
Hospital 

Unshielded area parking or pathway 
lighting Prohibit 

Area parking or pathway lighting that 
directly illuminates any residential building 
including those buildings on the same 
property as the lights  

Prohibit; they should be aimed to minimise 
trespass 
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