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Question:  Can the County save money by turning off streetlights?  
 
Response: The public streetlights in Fairfax County are owned, operated, and maintained by private 

utility companies (Dominion Virginia Power and Northern Virginia Electric 
Cooperative). The County pays a monthly fee to the utility companies for the operation 
and maintenance of these streetlights. The streetlights operate by individual photocell 
(one photocell per light) that turns the individual streetlights on when conditions darken 
and off when conditions lighten. There is no specific on-off switch for these streetlights. 

 
 To “turn off” a streetlight, each individual light has to be disabled by removing the 

photocell which is located near the top of the light. The County would have to pay the 
utility companies to remove the photocell from each individual streetlight to be turned 
off. To remove a photocell the utility company would need to use a bucket truck (with 
traffic control) for each light to be disabled. It is estimated that the cost to disable a 
streetlight would be approximately $230 per light. On average, the energy cost saved by 
disabling the streetlight would be approximately $28 per year. Thus, it would take over 
eight years to realize a true savings. In addition, the County would need to pay the utility 
companies to go back and install the individual photocells in the future if the lights were 
put back into operation. There may also be liability concerns about leaving non-
functioning public infrastructure in place (general public expectation is that visible 
streetlights will be working at night). Traffic safety and crime deterrence would also be 
negatively impacted if existing streetlights were disabled.  


