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Lighting & Crime - An introduction
It is clear that much better research is needed to quantify the effect of lighting on crime, especially as large amounts of money are spent on street-lighting, in the hope of a reduction in crime, when there is (little or ?) no evidence that light will deter criminals. 

Extra lighting is often assumed to reduce crime without question. However, this is not the case. Some lighting is so poorly designed or installed that it can actually encourage crime. On this page, we discuss if any connection exists between crime and lighting, through examples.
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Lighting, Crime and the CfDS

CfDS is a campaign for star-quality lighting. The Campaign acknowledges the need for lights at night, and we do not suggest switching off any necessary, unobtrusive light.

The CfDS campaigns against the misuse of lighting. It is often assumed that extra lighting reduces crime but, although it is generally agreed that more research is needed, the available evidence indicates that this assumption is incorrect and that, actually, lighting can aid crime.

How lighting can aid crime

    * Most crimes, especially domestic break-ins, occur in daylight, proving that light can aid criminals.

    * Over-powered lights, shining outwards, can hide criminal activity with glare (see our floodlights page).
    * Lighting can help criminals survey an area and minimise any risk, helping them to be quick and quiet.

Lighting does NOT reduce crime

    * According to the UK Government's Home Security & Crime Reduction website:

    * "Harsh, glaring floodlights are not a deterrent to criminals;"

    * "Better lighting by itself has very little effect on crime.", a quote from The effect of Better Street-lighting on Crime and Fear: A review, by Malcom Ramsay of the UK's Home Office.

    * The Association of British Insurers do not offer a reduction in your premiums if you have "security" floodlights, due to the lack of evidence to suggest that lighting reduces crime.   

    * Survey by the UK Home Office "Decision-making by house burglars: offenders' perspectives" (available at the Home Office website. Nowhere in the report, based on a sample of 82 offenders is the presence of lighting mentioned as a deterrent. 

       * In 1996, the National Institute of Justice in the USA published an assessment of crime and violence in Preventing Crime: What Works, What Doesn't (Work), What's Promising. The study found little support for "brighter is safer", and even suggested that poorly designed lighting might actually increase personal vulnerability. The report states:

    * The US National Institute of Justice states: "lighting has received considerable attention. Yet, evaluation designs are weak and the results are mixed. We can have very little confidence that improved lighting prevents crime".

Darkness does not increase crime

    * Des Moines Register newspaper, USA: Darkened streetlights fail to raise crime rate. "A money-saving decision to turn off thousands of Des Moines street- lights met with dire predictions. The first four months of 2004 saw a 3.5 percent drop in vandalism, burglary and robbery..."

    * "Outdoor Lighting Principles for Australia" shows how crime was cut drastically during a period of power cuts

    * "Battle Ground School District in Clark County has reduced vandalism to almost zero with a policy to darken campus after 10:30 p.m.". (The logic being that vandals NEED lighting to be able to see to ensure a quick getaway. If the lighting is removed you make it too difficult for them and they go elsewhere.)   
    * Crime reduced to zero during a blackout in Auckland, New Zealand, according to police Inspector John Mitchell.

    * Crime reduced to lower than usual levels during a blackout in south east Canada and north west USA during a blackout.
Does Lighting Reduce Crime?

If new, efficient non light-polluting (e.g. full cut-off) lighting were proved to reduce crime, it would be a boost for the Campaign for Dark Skies who have been arguing the benefits of efficient lighting for many years. However, such a relationship remains far from conclusive. 

    * In Home Office Research Study 251, Effects of improved street lighting on Crime: a systematic review by Farrington & Welsh [available as a pdf] the following conclusions are drawn:

          o The results of 8 American studies are mixed. "Four studies found that improved street lighting was effective in reducing crime, while the other four found that it was not effective. It is not clear why the studies produced different results, although there was a tendency for effective studies to measure both day-time and night-time crimes and for ineffective studies to measure only night-time crimes."

          o "Five more recent British evaluation studies met the criteria for inclusion in the review. Their results showed that improved lighting led to a significant 30 per cent decrease in crime. But since these studies did not find that night-time crime decreased more than day-time crime, a theory of street lighting focusing on its role in increasing community pride and informal social control may be more plausible than a theory focusing on increased surveillance and increased deterrence." 

      It should be kept in mind that:

         1. All the previous studies that this work is based upon are assumed to be correct, with no critical analysis done of the individual studies;

         2. the Bristol evaluation is concluded to be a success, even though night-time robberies increased by over 50%, when robberies in the control area actually fell by 28% (see HORS251 table 3.5; indeed, the author of the original research, Shaftoe 1994, did not claim any crime reducing effect of lighting, even though Farrington & Welsh do) 

    * In "The cost benefits of improved street lighting, based on crime reduction" published in Lighting Research & Technology, Volume 33 Number 1 (2001) Painter & Farrington investigated the effect of new street lighting on crime in Dudley and Stoke-on-Trent and showed that "crimes decreased by 41% in the experimental area [Dudley] with a 15% decrease in the control area" and "In Stoke, crimes decreased by 43% in the experimental area and by 45% in two adjacent areas"

      It should be noted that:

         1. Crime fell more in the area where there was no "improved" lighting

         2. Crime fell both at night and during the day

         3. According to Shining a light on evidence-based policy: street lighting and crime, the data show large variations, making any statistical conclusions inherently uncertain (due to a statistical artifact known as over-dispersion). See also Investigating whether a crime reduction measure works.

         4. Only two areas were included in the survey, and only at two instances in time. This makes occurrence of an one-off variation impossible to exclude.

         5. The research was sponsored by Urbis Lighting, and not an unbiased source of funding. 

Both these research papers indicate, primarily by the fact that crime fell both at night and during the day, that some other factor is reducing crime, not the lighting. The most prolific offenders commit, on average, 200 crimes per year [source: BBC News], and so the reduction in crime is more likely to be caused by the arrest of such a prolific offender. Such an occurrence was not investigated in either report.

The fact that levels of crime can vary remarkably over time (maybe due to prolific offenders being arrested and released) makes statistical analysis of the impact of lighting difficult and unreliable. Such problems are discuss in the BBC Radio 4 program More or Less [available as a RealPlayer Audio file; light and crime is discussed from 10m30s to 15m40s]

"Security" floodlighting: The problem of glare and shadows

For more details about floodlights, please see our "security" floodlights page. But briefly...

So-called "security" floodlights, with excessive 500W bulbs in them, damage the vision of both potential witnesses of crime and CCTV cameras, with their blindingly powerful light.

The Parliamentary Select committee on Science and Technology in October 2003 called for an end to the retail of 500W "security" lights, and for the nuisance that they cause to be classified as actionable in law.

To put a 500W bulb shining down a back garden into perspective, the Smalls lighthouse uses a 35W bulb and is visible 21 miles away! [Source: wikipedia and the BBC News]

The Advice

   * The Institution of Lighting Engineers concludes in its Guidance Notes for the Reduction of Light Pollution that for most domestic tasks, the 150w full cut off floodlight correctly positioned with no light spillage is the maximum wattage needed.

    * The Government's Home Security/Crime Reduction website states "The form of lighting currently found on the overwhelming majority of domestic locations is a 250 or 500 watt tungsten halogen floodlight controlled by a movement sensor (passive infra-red, PIR). This is unfortunate, as in many locations this is the most inappropriate form of lighting available."

Conclusion

Much better research is needed to quantify the effect of light on crime, and higher scientific standards are required - especially as large amounts of money are spent on street-lighting in the hope of a reduction in crime when there is no evidential link that light will deter criminals.

Lighting should not be installed in the hope of crime being reduced. But if more lighting is needed for other reasons (e.g. to help people use an area), then efficient street-lighting should be installed - the use of modern efficient full cut-off light can make our streets brighter whilst our skies darker.

Related links & News stories

A quote from The Times newspaper (June, 2005): Toddler tear-aways targeted

"Measures such as CCTV, increased street lighting and longer custodial sentences were judged in the report to have been expensive failures, with only a few exceptions."

The Government's Home Security website

The Association of British Insurers website lists tips on reducing burglary - it does not recommend the fitting of 500w insecurity lights, but does recommend fitting timer switches when on holiday to make it look like someone is in.

November, 2005

New York Times/San Francisco Chronicle: Light poles vanishing -- believed sold for scrap by thieves

"Thieves are sawing down aluminium light poles. Some 130 have vanished from Baltimore's streets in the last several weeks, authorities say, presumably sold for scrap metal. But so far the case of the pilfered poles has stumped the police and left many local residents wondering just how someone manages to make off with what would seem to be a conspicuous street fixture."

November, 2005

BBC News: Residents' Christmas lights plea

"A group of residents have offered to pay a neighbour to forgo a charity Christmas lights display which attracts hundreds of visitors. ... The lights have now been blamed for causing a "mini-crime wave". The spectators it draws have been blamed for vandalism, theft, violence and other forms of anti-social behaviour."

November, 21st, 2003

The Guardian: Bright lights 'do not deter criminals'. "Over-anxious Britons are placing a blind, almost medieval, faith in brighter street-lamps and security lighting as crime deterrents, according to a statistical analysis... to be published in the British Journal of Criminology. "

