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The lights of Switzerland awaken
the friends of the night

Switzerland is getting brighter. Artificial lights are chasing away the dark, even in the most remote
corners of the country. But one particularly underexposed corner in this sea of Swiss lights is striving

MARC LETTAU
In the mountain village of Surrein in

the canton of Grisons, a chapter in

Switzerland’s civilisation history was

closed in 2016. Surrein was the last

Swiss village to exist without street

lighting, a deep black anachronismin

an increasingly bright world. But Sur-
rein, too, has finally put an end to the

darkness. For 40 years the citizens of
Surrein have been arguing for and

against pitch black nights. This year—
at the fourth attempt — they’ve finally

agreed on the erection of 46 street

lamps.

The key arguments are a good in-
dicator ofhow people in Surrein view
progress. The place needs street light-
ing because stepping in cow dung at
nightisnotunheard of, because enor-
mous holes dominate the streets and
because as more and more of its in-
habitants empty out of the village,
those left behind have to care for one
another. “We can’t, for example, af-
ford to lose anyone under a car,” ar-
gues one local. And it continues to be
evident just how much darkness and
fear are related to each other: Surre-
in’s citizens believe that no dark fig-
ures move about in lit villages. In-
deed, there was a deep-seated
rumour circulating in the mountain
village for years about a black man
with a covered face, who would
emerge at night to terrify the people.
Yet the Grisons police denied it: this
black man - 'um ner — was a figment
of the imagination. But it’s better to
be safe than sorry... Modern LED

to preserve the remaining blackness of night and become the first star park in Switzerland.

lights now illuminate the mountain
village so well that even the rumour
about the dark figure has quickly
faded.

The ongoing expansion of public
lighting, which is now coming to a
provisional end in Surrein, is justified
by cultural and historical logic. Since
man has known how to work with fire,
light has symbolised warmth, safety

Biology of the night

The fact that moths and other insects get
trapped in lamps, only to be scorched to death or
to die of exhaustion, is a well-known phenome-
non. But birds are especially affected by this. All
too often, flocks of birds become trapped in the
light cones illuminating cities. They circle inside
them until they reach exhaustion, or until they
die from exhaustion. Artificial light also leads
birds in spring to migrate too early into summer
habitats, which cuts their chances of survival.
Bats, on the other hand, delay and shorten their
search for food if light is projected onto the exit
of their roost. Their chance of survival declines,
too. Finally, too much artificial light prevents
nocturnal amphibians from mating at all. As a
result, artificial light has a direct effect on bio-
diversity. (MUL)

and social well-being. But this attitude
isn’t shared by all. In Surrein, it was
those representing the young genera-
tion, of all people, who voted “against
the loss of night”. Darkness has its
own beauty, their spokesman told a

community gathering. The “almost
audiblessilence of the night” would be
destroyed by artificial lights. “In Zu-
rich they’d pay good money to get rid
of all those lights.”

The darkness of night fades

Just a few more street lamps... is it re-
ally such a big deal? But the whole

thing actually has come at a cost. Swit-
zerland is paying for the (alleged) in-
crease in security at night with the

loss of pure night-time. The scattered

lights of cities as well as industrial and

tourism facilities are even chasing

natural darkness from the country-
side. While 25 years ago roughly one

third of Switzerland’s natural areas

were immersed in darkness at night,
this figure was only 18 % in 2009. The

trend has relentlessly increased in re-
cent years.

This phenomenon is called “light
pollution”, and has long invaded even
the most remote of areas. Even in out-
lying areas with declining numbers of
inhabitants, an increase in illumina-
tion has been recorded. Surrein is an
example of this. The village, now
twinkling with lights, has 250 inhab-
itants. At the start of the debate,
around 400 people spent their nights
in pitch black darkness.

Judges campaign for dimmed
lights

Nature lovers and environmentalists
aren’t the only ones concerned. The
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Arare Swiss image:
the “unpolluted”
night sky over the
future Gantrisch
Dark Sky Park in the
foothills of the
Bernese Alps.

Photo: Martin Mutti
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federal authorities are alarmed as
well. If the amount of lights switched
on in Switzerland at night increases
by 70 % within the next 20 years, it
would be “dramatic”, explains Alex-
ander Reichenbach, who works at the
Swiss Federal Office for the Environ-
ment studying the effects of growing
light pollution at night (see inter-
view). And alightbulb wentonalong
time ago in the minds of those work-
ing in the courts. In a landmark
judgement in 2009, the Federal Su-
preme Court ruled that purely deco-
rative lighting was to be switched off
at 10 pm. Because when even steep
mountain slopes were being put “in
their best light”, the federal judges
had every reason to be upset. When it
came to the expansive illumination
of the Mount Pilatus peaks, they
found that one should not completely

risk “the natural spectacle of dusk”.
They added that, “in particular, the
colour changes seen on the moun-
taintop at dusk” are a treasure worth
protecting.

Ornithologists and stargazers
were the pioneers in the fight against
light pollution in Switzerland. Orni-
thologists made it clear that migra-
tory birds are being caught in the
light cone over cities and are some-
times circling to fatal exhaustion.
And astronomers complained that
the Swiss are completely losing the
mind-expanding view of the uni-
verse. How about counting shooting
stars on a summer night as perseids,
leonids and orionids whiz towards
the earth in a shot of light? Forget it.
Holding hands under the starry
ocean of the Milky Way? A thing of
the past.

Georg Scheuter, President of the Swiss
Astronomical Society, is quite clear on
the subject. He says that in Switzer-
land, city dwellers have “certainly
never” seen the Milky Way. Instead of
the 5,000 stars that can be seen by the
naked eye during a pitch black night,
it’s “merely a few dozen” in the big cit-
ies. All major Swiss cities are playing

in the big leagues” when it comes to
light pollution, he says.

As bright as 20 full moons

For exactly 20 years now, the NGO
Dark Sky Switzerland has been fight-
ing to protect Switzerland’s nights.
Their motives are obvious, its direc-
tor Rolf Schatz says: too much artifi-
cial light threatens the diversity of
nocturnal fauna and has other disad-
vantages for humans. People can sim-
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ply “pull down the blinds” at night,
says Schatz. “But nature can’t.” To il-
lustrate this, he calculates just how
much light infiltrates Switzerland’s
nights: the usual street lamps illumi-
nate the surrounding area 20 times
more than the brightest of full moons.

“If we were expected to tolerate 20
times more sunlight during the day,
we’d soon realise that it’simpossible,”
he says. But even Schatz sees a bright
spot. In Switzerland, more and more
people are beginning to realise “that
we have long since reached an
amount of night light that is no
longer beneficial”. This also means
that more and more citizens are
standing up. They are saying that
there’s “something like a human
right to dark nights”.

The men and women of Dark Sky
Switzerland are no longer fighting
the fight for darkness alone. The sub-
ject is now an everyday topic. As
a result, the Swiss Society of Engi-
neers and Architects (SIA), which
sets mandatory standards, put a
planning policy in place in 2013 that
aims to avoid “unnecessary light
emission in outdoor spaces” (SIA
standard 491). But Rolf Schatz is still
concerned. According to Schatz,
technological developments pose
risks too. The upgrading of public
lighting to LED saves electricity. But
these highly energy-efficient LED
lamps pose the risk “of increasing
the amount of light dramatically”. In
this way, energy efficiency could in-
advertently lead to a new environ-
mental load.

Exclusive night darkness, certified

When night becomes day, true pitch
black darkness becomes a rare, pre-
cious commodity. The Gantrisch Na-
ture Park at the foot of the Bernese
Alpsislatching onto thisidea. The Na-
ture Park, a sort of unlit backyard in
the city, wants to make night-time
darkness its unique selling point.

The dark of night as a
unique selling point:
Nicole Dahinden

hopes to create Swit-

zerland’s first certi-

fied star park, the
“Dark Sky Park”.

Photo: Manu Friederich

Switzerland’s light
pollution map shows
clearly that true night
darkness here has be-
come virtually non-ex-
istent.

Map: Dark Sky Switzerland

They are working to become a certi-
fied “Dark Sky Park”. Worldwide, the
International Dark Sky Association
(IDA) has certified 37 regions so far.
Project manager Nicole Dahinden
hopes that the IDA will also certify
“her” oasis of darkness by 2019. The
Gantrisch area would become the
first and so far the only star park in
Switzerland. One condition is that all
communes located within the nature
park participate. So far, they’ve all
been willing. Another condition is
that the approximately 400 square
kilometres of dark landscape actually
remain sufficiently dark. To record
this, Dahinden roams the nocturnal
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landscape with her instruments and
gathers proof. Oneinitial conclusion:
itis darker here than on many of the
high Alpine peaks. From there you
can see how the bright city of Milan
lights up the night horizon.

The goal of becoming the first star
park sounds like something driven
by marketing ambitions. But Dahin-
den firmly denies that. Of course pro-
tecting the “intangible treasure of
darkness” could appeal to a range of
people. But the goal of protecting na-
ture is an unmistakeable mission of
the project.

In fact, there are large parts of
the nature park that lie within an
important bird sanctuary. On the
one hand, many endangered bird
species breed here. On the other
hand, numerous migratory birds
cross the Gurnigel watershed, and
migratory birds in particularrely on
the starry night sky. Unlike many
other nature conservation projects,
no one really feels that protecting
starry nights is urgent, Dahinden
says. “But there’s nothing negative
about it.” What is more, “really, no
one can be in favour of light pollu-
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Artificial light is leading to a 24-hour society

We are making less and less use of true daylight as we expose
ourselves to more and more artificial light. This is altering
human biology, says Alexander Reichenbach, light specialist at
the Swiss Federal Office for the Environment.

“Swiss Review”: Mr Reichenbach, when it comes down to it, light is something
pure. How can we speak of light pollution?
Alexander Reichenbach: Light is not simply light. Light changes
greatly throughout the day. Its intensity and spectral composition
change. If the wrong light is on at the wrong time, we speak of light
pollution.

When does light become pollution?

When light extends beyond its pure purpose in terms of space, time
or intensity, we speak of light pollution. Compared to other factors
that influence the environment, light pollution is not the key issue.
But, as scientists, we have to admit that we are only beginning to un-

derstand its consequences, especially
since electric lights have only been
around for about 100 years.In the end,
the technology revolution just might
have consequences that we aren’t
aware of today.

That sounds a bit mysterious to us laypeople.

In terms of human impact, we can already see how much artificial
light is affecting society. It is the driving factor behind the trend to-
wards a 24-hour society. On top of that, new types of light also have
anew composition, a higher proportion of blue. This blue portion of
lightis particularly potent from a biological standpoint. As we’re ex-
posed to less and less natural light during the day, the biological im-
pact of artificial light increases.

What is the threat to our health if we are exposed to too much blue light for
too long?

One concern is that our sleep phase is being shifted backwards. The
secretion of the hormone melatonin, which prepares us for sleep, is
delayed by too much blue light.

People don’t want to be in the dark, they want light. How can we teach people
to want more night time and darkness?

Most people we talk to about this seem to be on board. Planners are
often willing to make provisions against excessive light. Of course,
it helps that unnecessary light leads to unnecessary energy consump-
tion and thus higher costs.

On the neighbour’s balcony are small, bright solar lights that change colour at
night. It’s quite cheerful...

That’s exactly the kind of decorative lighting addressed by the Fed-
eral Supreme Court ruling. The court found that non-functional dec-
orative lighting should be turned off at 10 pm. The background to the
decisionisthat even dim sources of diffuse light can lead to light pol-
lution and potentially adverse effects on flora and fauna. Basically,
we now know that we must use light wisely.

Let’s take fireflies, for example... they couldn’t care less about dark night
regulations. Is this awkward for the light pollution debate?
No, not atall. Fireflies are actually proof that dark nights would be
agood thing. If nights were darker, we’d see natural spectacles like
the glow of fireflies again. It’s often not dark enough nowadays. Only
asmall number of people know what a night with glowing fireflies
islike.

INTERVIEW: MARC LETTAU

tion”. And if you fight for dark nights,
ultimately you’re fighting for your
own health.

There’s at least one group of peo-
ple who understand perfectly what
Dahinden is saying. Astronomers dis-
covered this dark corner of the earth
long ago. They make regular pilgrim-
ages to Gantrisch. This dark oasis in a
nightly sea of lights is now known
throughout Europe. Astro-freaks
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gather here summer after summer for

“Star Parties”, sharing a common
glimpse upwards into the infinity of
space. The organisers of the parties
take this very seriously. Anyone who
wishes to move their car after dark is
only allowed to use the handbrake and
must avoid the brake pedal. Because,
of course, the flashing red break light
alone would jeopardise the dark expe-
rience.

Gantrisch Nature Park: www.gantrisch.ch
Swiss Astrovillage in Li (GR): www.alpineastrovillage.net
International Dark Sky Association (IDA): darksky.org

MARC LETTAU IS AN EDITOR WITH “SWISS REVIEW"
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