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GLOBE at Night: Dark Skies for Everyone
Connie Walker

GLOBE at Night is a fun, international citizen-science event 
that encourages everyone—students, educators, dark sky 
advocates and the general public—to measure the dark-

ness of their local skies and contribute their observations online to a 
world map.  The program is a centerpiece of the Dark Skies Awareness 
Global Cornerstone Project for the International Year of Astronomy 
(IYA) in 2009.  Its goal is to raise public awareness of the impact of 
artificial lighting on local environments by getting people involved.  
Data collection and online reporting is simple and user-friendly. 

Led by the educational outreach staffs at the National Optical Astron-
omy Observatory and the University Corporation for Atmospheric 
Research (UCAR) GLOBE Program, the fourth GLOBE at Night cam-
paign will take place 16–28 March 
2009.  Partners in the program 
include the International Dark-
Sky Association, the Astronomical 
Society of the Pacific, the Associa-
tion of Science and Technology 
Centers, the Astronomical League, 
and Astronomers Without Borders.  

Over the past three years, tens of 
thousands of citizen-scientists 
around the world have con-
tributed measurements of their 
local sky brightness to a growing 
global database in two ways: simple 
unaided-eye observations toward the constellation Orion and quan-
titative digital measurements through a handheld, well-calibrated, 
sky-brightness meter.  

For the first method, citizen-scientists take data on light pollution lev-
els by comparing what they see toward Orion, with star maps showing 
different stellar brightness limits.  The basic idea is to look for the 
faintest stars and match them to one of seven star maps of progres-
sively fainter limiting magnitudes.  

For the second method, digital sky-brightness meters are used for 
more precise measurements.  The low-cost, digital Sky Quality Meter 
(SQM), manufactured by Unihedron, can make a highly repeatable, 
direct measurement of integrated sky brightness.  The newly available 
second-generation meter (SQM-L) being used this year by several 
GLOBE at Night sites has a cone-shaped field of view that is three 
times more narrow than the previous model.  This specifically aids its 
use in city environments, where surrounding lights or buildings may 
affect the readings.  Reporting is done online. 

To learn the five easy steps to participate in either type of GLOBE at 
Night program and to obtain important information on light pollu-
tion, stellar magnitudes, the mythology of Orion, how to find Orion, 
how to obtain your latitude and longitude, and how to use an SQM, 
see www.globe.gov/globeatnight/.  All information needed to partici-
pate is on the GLOBE at Night Web site, along with downloadable 
activity guides.  All observations will be available online via Google 
Earth and as downloadable datasets.

Utilizing its partners’ international networks, GLOBE at Night is 
able to engage people from around the world.  From 2006–2008, 
GLOBE at Night successfully conducted two-week campaigns each 
spring, during which a total of 20,000 observations were submitted 

online from 100 countries.  Within 
a few weeks after submission, a 
world map showing the results is 
available.  These measurements 
can be compared with data from 
previous years of GLOBE at Night, 
as well as with satellite data and 
population density data.  Data 
from multiple locations in one city 
or region are especially interest-
ing, and can be used as the basis 
of a class project or science fair 
experiment, or even to inform the 
development of public policy.

More measurements made each year and over the next few years 
will allow for more in-depth analysis.  Additional measurements 
within a city will provide maps of higher resolution.  Comparisons 
between years would allow people to monitor changes.  Monitoring 
our environment this way provides multiple benefits.  It helps us as 
citizen-scientists to identify and preserve dark sky oases in cities or 
catch a quickly developing area and influence people to make smart 
choices in lighting.  It could allow us to track the habitats of animals 
endangered by over-lighting.  If more and more people took a few 
minutes during the March 2009 campaign to measure sky brightness 
either toward Orion with the unaided-eye or toward zenith with 
a Sky Quality Meter (or both!), their measurements could make a 
world of difference.

For more information, visit the GLOBE at Night Web site at: 
www.globe.gov/globeatnight/.

Happy star-hunting!
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Astronomy Camp Is Coming to Kitt Peak
Katy Garmany

For almost 20 years, Dr. Don McCarthy, Steward Observatory, 
has run a summer Astronomy Camp on Mt. Lemmon for teen-
agers.  This year the Camp will be moving to Kitt Peak National 

Observatory to take advantage of additional educational facilities 
and a lower elevation.  Kitt Peak is looking forward to hosting three 
groups in June.  These groups 
include a week-long Beginning 
Camp, designed to demonstrate 
that science and engineering is 
fun.  There is also a week-long 
Advanced Camp for the more 
devoted astronomy enthusiasts.

At Camp, students of all ages 
explore “the heavens” with large 
telescopes and experience the 
joys of scientific inquiry.  In this 
immersion experience, Camp-
ers become real astronomers, 
watching the night sky, operating 
research-class telescopes, keeping 
nighttime hours, interacting with 
leading scientists, interpreting 
their own observations, investi-
gating their own questions and 
curiosities, and, most importantly, 
having fun doing so.  These Camps emphasize a hands-on learning ap-
proach, and activities are driven by student involvement and interest.  
A prior background in astronomy is not required.  During the long 
June days, students also will hike, experiment with liquid nitrogen 
cannons, and make friends from all over the country.

Many former Campers return as mentors and Camp counselors, and 
some are now professional astronomers.  Familiar names include Ben 
Oppenheimer who received his Ph.D. in astronomy from Stew-
ard Observatory in 2008, Caitlin Casey who received a Goldwater 
Scholarship in 2006, and Rob Simcoe who is a postdoctoral Fellow in 

astronomy at MIT.  Even more 
Campers have gone on to careers 
in a variety of fields, including 
teaching, medicine, and classical 
music.

This year, special effort is being 
devoted to recruiting Tohono 
O’odham students who would 
like to attend the Beginning 
Camp.  In the past, students from 
the Tohono O’odham Nation 
have attended on Mt. Lemmon, 
including the daughter of the 
current chairman of the Nation.  
This year, with the Camp being 
held on Kitt Peak, several scholar-
ships are being offered for teenag-
ers from the Nation.

The Web site for the Camp, 
www.astronomycamp.org, includes information on the telescopes 
and instruments that will be used, names of many past Campers, 
and an online application form for any teenagers interested in this 
year’s Camps.

astronomy campers from 2008 visiting Kitt Peak National Observatory.

http://www.astronomycamp.org

