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Great Smoky Mountains National
Park is a vital part of the greater south-
ern Appalachian region through which
many bird species migrate to and from
their breeding grounds in warmer cli-
mates. Birds traveling at night have
used the stars for millennia to help them
navigate safely to their destinations.

But thousands of birds that regularly
visit the Smokies are becoming disori-
ented, losing their way, and dying en
route to Mexico and Central and South
America. And the cause is simple: too
much light.

“As urban areas grow, birds become
dazzled by the glow of cities and fly into
the urban centers rather than forging a
safer route through protected lands,”
said Sarah Branagan. “Once in the city,
they face problems like window-colli-
sions, cars, feline predators, and a lack
of resources to sustain them on their ar-
duous journeys.”

Branagan, who grew up in Brevard, is
a senior at UNC Asheville majoring in
environmental management and policy
with minors in professional writing and
psychology. After taking a field ornithol-
ogy class in the summer of 2019, she be-
came passionate about birds.

With encouragement from Assistant
Professor of Environmental Studies An-
drew Laughlin, Branagan joined the UN-
CA Audubon Chapter and became its
president. Then she learned that artifi-
cial light at night (known as ALAN) is re-
sponsible for killing many birds that
visit both Asheville and the Smokies by
interfering with their migration.

“In addition to bringing joy to people
across the world, birds are also excellent
environmental indicators, meaning
they are often one of the first species to
warn us of environmental concerns,”
she said. “Asheville is a growing urban
area, and ALAN is increasingly more
present as we need to light more hotels,
parking garages, streets, and sidewalks
for safe nighttime visibility.”

Branagan concedes this lighting is
needed but believes it should be
thoughtfully placed and shielded to “en-
sure we are only lighting what needs to
be lit, not the night sky.”

Laughlin, who inspired Branagan’s
activism, teaches Principles of Ecology
and Field Biology, Avian Ecology and
Conservation, Wildlife Ecology and
Management, and Urban Ecology. His
research interests include movement
and migration ecology and animal re-
sponses to environmental change, with
a focus on birds.

“There are many migratory birds that
breed in the Smoky Mountains: black-
throated green warblers, black-throated
blue warblers, wood thrush, ovenbird
(another type of warbler), veery, scarlet
tanager, rose-breasted grosbeak, east-
ern wood-pewee,” said Laughlin. “These
are all birds that could potentially fly
over urban areas, including Asheville,
on their way to and from the Smokies.”

Recognizing that more and more

birds are dying each year due to excess
lighting impacting migratory paths in
Western North Carolina, Asheville May-
or Esther Manheimer recently pro-
claimed the months of March through
May, and September through Novem-
ber, as “Bird Migration Awareness
Months.” 

Branagan, now a member of the
board of directors for the Blue Ridge Au-
dubon Chapter, helped lead the mayor’s
initiative, which encourages all Ashe-
ville businesses, residents, and building
managers to turn off non-essential
lighting from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m. during mi-
gration months to reduce bird fatalities.

The Coalition for a Bird-Friendly
Asheville (birdsafeavl.org) and Blue
Ridge Audubon are partnering with the
city to create education programs to in-
form businesses and building owners of
the problem, solutions, and moneysav-
ing opportunities related to extinguish-
ing unneeded lighting.

“This program is really about build-
ing awareness for responsible lighting,”
Branagan said. “We need lights that im-
prove city visibility and promote night-
time safety, not upward-shining lights
illuminating hotel facades or unshield-
ed street lighting where that energy is
lost into the sky.”

Just like us, birds need three main re-
sources to survive: food, water, and
shelter.

Anyone can help birds at home by
planting native plants that provide nec-
tar, fruits, seeds, and shelter. They can
also build bird houses to provide nesting
space for cavity-nesting birds like blue-
birds, chickadees, and nuthatches. Pro-
viding fresh, clean water through a bird-
bath or small pond is also beneficial for
birds to drink and bathe in. Lastly, you
can advocate for bird-friendly practices
like a lights-out proclamation in your
own city or neighborhood. For example,
Madison County’s Wolf Laurel commu-
nity has restrictive covenants requiring
outdoor lights be extinguished at 11 p.m.
year-round.

“Migration is one of the most vulner-
able periods in the annual cycle of birds

and probably where most of the mortal-
ity occurs,” Laughlin said. “Lights-out
initiatives, and other initiatives that
help migratory birds like this, are impor-
tant components of keeping the birdlife
of the Smokies at full capacity.”

Branagan adds that by helping birds
migrate safely through our mountain-
ous area, humans will not only increase
biodiversity and ecosystem strength
but also reduce our energy consumption
and cut emissions associated with elec-
tricity.

“Reducing our city light pollution is a
highly achievable goal that not only
helps birds but also reduces our carbon
footprint and helps us to achieve broad-
er energy-saving goals,” Branagan said.
“By dimming our lights here in Ashe-
ville, we will help keep our light-follow-
ing migratory birds on track so they can
reach the safety of their breeding
grounds in the Great Smoky Mountains
and other protected public lands.”

Frances Figart is the editor of “Smok-
ies Life” magazine and the Creative Ser-
vices Director for the 29,000-member
Great Smoky Mountains Association,
an educational nonprofit partner of
Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
Reach her at frances@gsmassoc.org.

WORD FROM THE SMOKIES

Dazzling lights endanger birds

Great Smoky Mountains National Park serves as an important travel corridor for many migratory bird species. A 2001-08
study recording the flight calls of birds at The Purchase in North Carolina revealed that several species not typically
detected in the park pass through under the cover of darkness, including whippoorwill, dickcissel, and spotted sandpiper.
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Unshielded streetlights like these at
Asheville’s Pack Square contribute to
light pollution and create unnecessary
glare. Shielded fixtures direct light
downward and are less likely to
interrupt the nighttime navigation of
migratory birds like veery, wood
thrush and scarlet tanager.
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