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Urban light pollution is lengthening and intensifying allergy seasons 
• Bright nighttime lighting causes trees to release pollen earlier in spring and 

continue later into fall. 
• In the Northeast, light-polluted cities like New York and Philadelphia can see 

allergy seasons extended by up to 130 days. 
• Plants use day-length cues to time leafing and flowering; artificial light disrupts 

these signals. 

Pollen levels are higher in brightly lit areas 

• Light-polluted zones experience more “severe” pollen days (27% of days vs. 

17% in darker areas). 
• Satellite nighttime-light data paired with decade-long pollen counts show 

consistent patterns. 

Light pollution affects plant physiology beyond temperature effects 

• Even after accounting for heat-island effects and precipitation, nighttime light 
independently lengthens growing and pollinating seasons. 

• This builds on earlier findings that urban plants leaf out earlier and drop leaves 
later. 

Some tree species are especially sensitive to light 
• Plane trees—common in cities and highly allergenic—respond strongly to light 

cues. 
• Lime trees rely more on temperature; sugar maples and magnolias are less 

affected and produce less pollen. 
• Researchers suggest shifting future urban plantings toward lower-pollen, less 

light-sensitive species. 

Ragweed thrives under bright skies 
• Ragweed may grow twice as tall in bright conditions. 

• Earthworms, which normally eat ragweed seeds, stay underground under 
streetlight-level illumination, reducing natural control. 

Human bodies may also react more strongly under bright night skies 
• Artificial light can disrupt circadian rhythms and increase inflammation. 

• A meta-analysis links living in light-polluted areas to 62% higher asthma risk 
and 89% higher allergic rhinitis risk, independent of air pollution. 

Cities have practical mitigation options 
• Adjusting streetlight and billboard brightness. 

• Choosing tree species that produce less pollen and are less light-sensitive. 
• Using light-pollution data to improve pollen forecasts so people can better time 

medication and reduce exposure. 
 


