
Creating a Successful Local Dark Skies Group: 
The Moab Area Dark Skies Group 

Lessons Learned 
The Moab Area Dark Skies Group has been a strong proponent of dark sky advocacy in Moab, UT 
and has been the driving force in protecting and restoring the town’s nightscape. The group has 
been successful on account of its ability to address local concerns. The following takeaways have 
contributed to that success. 

● Local residents started and lead the group rather than representatives from a federal agency. 
● The group’s size was intentionally kept small to maximize efficiency in carrying out objectives. 
● The group regularly hosts local dark sky events, activities, and educational opportunities to 

build public awareness of and appreciation for the night sky. 
● Social media forums and articles in local newspapers keep the public updated on current 

events. 
● Members of the group use language and specific vocabulary that is sensitive to local 

residents’ concerns, facilitating community buy-in. 

Background Information 
After Canyonlands National Park received its 
International Dark Sky Park Designation (IDSP) in 
2015, Kate Cannon, superintendent of the 
National Park Service’s Southeastern Utah 
Group, saw an opportunity for Arches National 
Park to achieve the same designation. Cannon 
knew that achieving the designation would 
require support from city, county, and business 
leaders in nearby Moab, Utah, and was 
reluctant to initiate this promotion of the dark 
sky due to her position in the National Park 
Service (NPS). She worried the effort would seem 
like an attempt by the federal government to 
control local interests. Therefore, she 
approached Joette Langianese, the executive 
director of a local non-profit—Friends of Arches and Canyonlands Parks—with the proposal that the 
Friends take the lead in creating a local dark skies group.  Their mission would be to promote and 
protect the natural darkness of the area’s night time environment. 
  
With extensive support from Nate Ament, the NPS Colorado Plateau Dark Sky Cooperative 
Coordinator, and Crystal White, Manager of Dead Horse Point State Park, Langianese set out to chart 
a course of action for her newly formed Moab Area Dark Skies Group. The three met together a few 

 



times to determine necessary first steps and soon set out to present their interest in promoting the 
area’s dark sky at a joint meeting of city and county officials. The presentation was a success and 
Langianese quickly reached out to both city and county entities to see if any officials were interested 
in joining the small group. Kalen Jones, from the Moab City Council, and Zacharia Levine, the Grand 
County Community Development Director, responded positively. 
  
The group determined that it did not want to grow too large, as it feared too many players might 
interfere with its ability to act quickly and effectively. Instead of opening itself to anyone interested in 
joining, members of the group identified and approached key figures in the community who they 
believed would show consistent support for the dark sky initiative and communicate the group’s 
activities to local residents in a diplomatic manner. Eventually, other players from regional, state, and 
university entities were included as the group’s influence grew and as additional resources were 
needed to support the group’s new goal of obtaining an International Dark Sky Community 
Designation for Moab and Grand County in addition to the Arches IDSP designation. 

Public Outreach 
Since its creation, the Moab Area Dark Skies Group has focused its efforts on promoting appreciation 
and conservation of Moab’s unique dark skies. A central effort has been hosting dark sky educational 
opportunities and events in the community. The group created a Facebook page to announce news 
and events. It has hosted astronomical observation activities, known as “star parties,” and has 
engaged local school children in studying constellations and dark sky advocacy. It has been an 
active participant in Moab’s Festival of Science, coordinated with local newspapers to share 
developments on the area’s progress toward International Dark Sky Park and Community 
Designations, and involved the University of Utah’s Consortium for Dark Sky Studies in conducting a 
city- and countywide exterior lighting assessment in 2017 to inform a plan for reducing light pollution. 

A Moab-Centric Approach 
While the Moab Area Dark Skies Group is a recent creation, it has been successful on account of its 
ability to engage local residents in the dark skies dialogue. It has engaged local residents by actively 
seeking them out in places where they routinely work and play, like schools and festivals. The group’s 
Facebook page has attracted some attention, but the group has also publicized its events in local 
newspapers to appeal to a wider readership not necessarily active on social media. 
  
Additionally, the group has been sensitive to local sentiments towards the dark skies initiative. The 
group equips its members and supporters with knowledgeable responses to residents’ concerns. A 
choice selection of vocabulary has been critical in addressing local lighting concerns. Rather than 
designating lighting as “good” or “bad,” the group encourages more nuanced phrases like “dark 
sky-friendly lighting,” “lighting that can be improved,” or “neighbor friendly lighting.”  The group has 
also found that the public takes greater interest in its initiative when it uses the term “light trespass” 
instead of “light pollution.” Disseminating information about appropriate lighting design, the Moab 
Dark Skies group has been able to build general excitement around dark skies in a way that is 
non-threatening and that helps residents understand its benefits. 

 



  
The group has also aimed to acknowledge residents’ concerns about nighttime lighting. A common 
concern is that a dark sky initiative is focused on turning out all of an area’s local lights at night. The 
idea of no lights on raises apprehensions about safety as well as autonomy.  The Moab Area Dark 
Skies Group works to address these fears with reassurances that maintaining the darkness of the night 
sky does not require turning off all the lights: dark skies do not equal dark grounds. Instead, that 
darkness can be preserved by properly shielding the lights to ensure their beams are oriented toward 
the ground. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This resource was created by MCMP candidate Nathan Jellen with guidance from Dr. Danya Rumore 

 


