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in an animal city
maureen luchsinger & laura griffin
ann & sandy cross conservation area

The Ann and Sandy Cross Conservation Area (ASCCA)

is a 4,800-acre

day-use natural area that was originally a ranch owned by Sandy Cross. Sandy
understood that the well-being of the abundance of wildlife that shared his home was
dependent on the landscape. Landscape is an important part of a healthy ecosystem.
Upon retirement, Sandy and his wife Ann, being aware of the ongoing growth of
neighbouring Calgary, decided to preserve the natural habitat of the ranch for future
generations. They were able to do this by donating their land as a conservation area
for the protection of native wildlife habitat. To this day the ASCCA continues to provide
space for native species of wildlife and to offer conservation education programs that
do not jeopardize wildlife and habitat.

The ASCCA recognizes there are natural ecosystems throughout any urban
environment, which require stewardship from their human inhabitants in order to coflourish with the wildlife. The urban ecology of Calgary is facing significant changes in
the landscape, including the degradation of parts of the natural world. In order to coexist within the urban ecology with our non-human animals, we need to demonstrate
that the natural environment is an important and critical aspect of our lives, by making
decisions that value its health and longevity. Being able to make informed decisions
requires environmental education to ensure people regard nature as part of the world
they live in and not separate from it.
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One significant change to Calgary’s urban ecology is increased light
pollution. Ensuring dark spaces occur for a specific interval of time
is essential to everyone’s overall well-being. Humans can alter their
lifeways in order to mitigate these problems, but as Calgary continues to expand it must embrace the darkness of the urban landscape
and mitigate light pollution so that non-human animals and humans
can co-flourish.
Light pollution refers to any artificial light that illuminates the nocturnal sky and has a disruptive effect on natural cycles and inhibits our
view of celestial objects. Although humans have been introducing light
into the nighttime environment since they first started playing with
fire, light pollution is a relatively new environmental concern. With current technology, humans are now capable of essentially extending the
day to suit their pleasure—a luxury that science is now discovering
comes with a price. We need to slow down and reflect on the impacts
of our choices within the entire ecosystem.
Light at night impacts several aspects of animal behaviour: it changes
foraging patterns due to light attraction or avoidance, reduces the ability of some species to find mates, inhibits the ability of birds, insects,
animals, and humans to navigate using the stars, and interferes with
the natural circadian rhythms—the 24-hour day and night cycle that
controls an organism’s biological clock through hormone regulation. In
animals (including humans) and plants, melatonin is the hormone which
regulates the ebb and flow of other hormones in the body. In turn,
these other hormones repair damaged tissues, fight infections, and perform several other important tasks in the body. Studies have shown
melatonin production is significantly decreased without prolonged periods of dark. When days are extended with artificial lighting an organism’s ability to function in a healthy way is thus significantly inhibited.
Simple steps can be taken to reduce light pollution and regain some
of the health of urban ecology. Light fixtures can be shielded to prevent wasted and sometimes hazardous light. Light bulbs can be
changed to low-wattage, energy-efficient bulbs. One of the simplest
methods of taking back the dark of the night is for humans to choose

light pollution in an animal city 65

to turn off lights when they are not being used. Preventing light pollution in Calgary is a plausible means to help the animals within it coflourish as healthy members of a biodiverse community. There is
growing international recognition of the importance of natural and
urban areas with little or no light pollution. Pristine dark natural areas
are helpful in understanding the quality of the ecosystem and the biodiversity within. Understanding and exploring these interactions with
nature ties into biophilia, the innate emotional need humans have for
contact with other living beings. These experiences will provide connections humans need to build a deeper understanding of themselves
and the world around them, and encourage them to recognize that
they are one of many organisms in an ecosystem.
For thousands of years humans have been able to look up at night and
see stars, the Milky Way, and the giant expanse of the universe. Their
knowledge and wisdom was attained through their interconnectedness with all aspects of the environment, both physical and spiritual.
This has contributed to several advances throughout the Anthropocene, the discovery that the earth was not the centre of the universe
being one of the most humbling and controversial, as it introduced the
thought that humans were but a small part of an immense mosaic.
Would it not be of benefit if urban animals could once again see the
stars and experience this connection? Returning the darkness of night
to the urban landscapes is a small stewardship step to help humans
co-flourish with the biodiversity that remains within the city—a step
that has the potential to shed a new light on humanity.
ASCCA was designated as Canada’s first Nocturnal Preserve in 2015
by the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada. We recognize the importance of Dark Sky Preserves, Urban Star Parks, Nocturnal Preserves, and International Dark Sky designations as an integral part of
ecosystem health.
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