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Notice of Motion on Sky Lanterns 

Report of the Assistant Chief Executive (Legal & Democratic Services) 

 
1.0 Purpose of Report 
 
1.1 To present information on Sky Lanterns in response to a Notice of Motion at Full Council 

in November 2020. This information has been provided to enable the Committee to 
consider the proposal made and draft a response for full Council’s consideration. 

 
2.0 Background 
 
2.1 At Full Council on 18 November 2020, the Chairman decided that a Notice of Motion on sky 

lanterns should be passed to the Corporate and Partnerships OSC for consideration, with 
the intention of it being considered and recommendations brought back to the February 
2021 meeting of the County Council. 

 
2.2 The Notice of Motion proposed by County Councillor Bryn Griffiths (and seconded by 

County Councillor Phillip Broadbank) stated: 
 

 ‘This Council resolves to ban the release of all types of sky lanterns* on property and land 

owned by North Yorkshire County Council. This Council resolves to ask all Parish and 
Town Councils within North Yorkshire to pass a similar motion, to ban the release of sky 
lanterns on Parish or Town Council land.  
 
This Council resolves to engage with business communities, landowners, schools, and 
individuals in North Yorkshire, to encourage them to sign up to this initiative.’  

 
2.3 This prompted some members at the meeting to question what of helium balloons and what 

of the district and borough councils. 
 

3.0 Introduction 
 

3.1 A sky Lantern is a small hot air balloon made of paper with an opening at the bottom, where 

a small fire is suspended.  The main types of balloons are latex (rubber) and foil (also 
known as mylar).  The majority of balloons used in intentional releases are latex, also 
known as biodegradable balloons – but even they can take several months, if not years, to 
break down.  They can be transported long distances by air currents and can easily be 
blown thousands of miles from their release point e.g. balloons released in Cardiff were 
found in Germany. 

 
3.2 Similar to released balloons, sky lanterns are often marketed as “biodegradable” or “earth- 

friendly,” but they are made with treated paper, wires and/or a bamboo ring and can travel 
for miles, and always land as dangerous litter.  

 
3.3 Balloons and sky lanterns are often let go by charities, schools, playgroups and clubs as 

fundraisers, at weddings, christenings and birthdays as an act of celebration, by businesses 
to put their brand ‘out there, or as part of a memorial event or to mark a bereavement.    
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3.4 Whilst the effect of a downed sky lantern or balloon is to litter, the person who released it 
will not be fined for littering. 

 

 
 
4.0 Worldwide Position 
 
4.1 Entire countries have banned the use of sky lanterns, including Argentine, Austria, 

Australia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, New Zealand, Spain, Germany and parts of 
Canada. Bans are also in place in various states across the USA (Alaska, California, 
Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Maine, Maryland, Minnesota, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 
Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Tennessee, Utah, Virginia and Washington). Other 
states, including Kansas and Missouri and the New York Division of Fire Prevention and 
Control, are looking at adopting changes to their fire codes to regulate the use of sky 
lanterns. 

 
4.2 The International Coastal Clean-up which involved millions of volunteers in over 150 

countries cleaning beaches and rivers recorded 1,248,892 balloon litter items washed up on 
beaches over the last 25 years. 

 
4.3 Sealife searching for food may mistake a deflated balloon for a jellyfish and swallow it up, 

blocking their digestive system, leading to starvation and eventually death.  There have also 
been cases of sky lanterns floating over the sea being mistaken for distress flares, which 
has resulted in false alarm call outs of coastguard staff. 

 
5.0 National Position 
 
5.1  The government’s environmental department DEFRA has advised against using sky 

lanterns, but they have stopped short of making them illegal.   
 
5.2 An independent study commissioned by DEFRA and the Welsh Government published in 

2013 concluded that the impacts of sky lanterns and balloons on the health and welfare of 
livestock were relatively minor.  The study therefore concluded an outright ban would be 
disproportionate in the circumstances.  It also concluded that the voluntary actions and 
initiatives aimed at minimising the risks associated with sky lanterns and driving up safety 
standards had been effective. 

 
5.3 Those initiatives include a voluntary code of practice for sky lanterns to ensure they are 

manufactured to be safe and are sold responsibly.  The National Association of Balloon 
Artists and Suppliers, the trade association for the balloon industry, has published a code of 
conduct on balloon releases, and the Government confirmed in June 2019 that the current 
voluntary regime supported by existing information and guidance was effective and 
proportionate. 
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5.4 The National Association of Balloon Artists and Suppliers have appealed to Councils, 
Authorities and animal welfare organisations to acknowledge the findings of the 2013 
independent study.  However, they have also acknowledged that the voluntary Code of 
Practice for sky lanterns is effective only for reputable suppliers.  

 
5.5 Reputable retailers have urged the Government to put emphasis on their concerns related 

to third-party websites, like Amazon and Ebay, selling dangerous goods and promoting 
poorly made counterfeit products on their platforms.  They have also raised their concerns 
with Trading Standards and the Environmental Agency and provided evidence showing that 
unscrupulous sellers, were selling via third party websites, a huge number of sky lanterns 
contaminated with asbestos.  Disappointingly, those Authorities do not have the resources 
to tackle online giants, and whilst there are regulations on stopping prohibited substances 
entering our markets, (like asbestos), there are not enough resources to check it all.  

 
5.6 Regardless of the DEFRA advice, sky lanterns have been banned on council land in Wales, 

and according to Countryside Online, over 100 councils across the UK have implemented a 
ban on releasing sky lanterns on their land.  Because of the threat posed to wildlife by 
balloons, releases have been banned by over 20 local authorities in the UK.   

 
5.7 For example, in May 2020 North East Derbyshire District Council introduced a charter to 

ban the release of sky lanterns and helium balloons on its land, in a move to combat litter 
and safeguard wildlife.  Councillor Jeremy Kenyon, cabinet member for climate change 
said:  

‘This charter is a fantastic step forward for our district. The severe negative impacts of 
releasing sky lanterns and balloons on the wildlife and environment needs to be stopped. 
‘There are many other environmentally friendly ways to celebrate and mark occasions than 
by releasing objects which cause harm and distress.’ 

 

5.8 The RSPCA has long been campaigning for a nationwide ban as they agree that sky 
lanterns and balloons are a serious danger to animals as they can cause injury, suffering 
and death by ingestion, entanglement and entrapment. When ingested, sharp parts of the 
wire frame can tear or puncture an animal’s stomach or throat, leading to internal bleeding. 
They also believe they are unsafe for the environment and the countryside as they take 
decades to degrade, and pose a huge fire risk as once a lantern is lit, nobody knows where 
it will land.  

 
5.9 The issue has also been the subject of public debate recently, with firefighters criticising a 

‘misguided’ campaign encouraging the public to light sky lanterns in a show of solidarity for 
NHS workers during the weekly clap for carers. 

 
5.10 In April 2020, a fire in the West Midlands caused by a sky lantern required the attendance 

of 39 fire appliances and more than 200 firefighters over a number of days.  This resulted in 
the UK’s National Fire Chiefs Council confirming they do not advocate the use of sky 
lanterns, believing they should not be used under any circumstances as they are a fire 
hazard; pose a risk to livestock, agriculture, thatched properties and hazardous material 
sites.  

 
5.11 The Marine Conservation Society, a UK charity that campaigns to protect the UK’s seas, 

shores and wildlife, are seeking a ban on balloon and sky lantern releases, and provide 
resources in support of their ‘Don’t Let Go’ campaign. 

 
5.12 More locally, In October 2020 Richmondshire District Council also considered a Motion 

brought in support of the National Farmers Unions’ campaign against sky lanterns.  They 
unanimously agreed to ban the release of all types of sky lanterns on all their property and 
land across the district. They also agreed to urge all parish and town councils in their district 
to ban the release of sky lanterns on their land, and to engage with business communities, 
schools, landowners, and individuals in Richmondshire to encourage them to sign up.  They 
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referred consideration of the required engagement activity to their Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee in order to encourage support for their initiative. 

 
5.13 This was inspired by the concerns of farmers in Wensleydale, Arkengarthdale and 

Swaledale who had been forced to euthanise sheep after they had eaten wires in the 
lanterns.  It was reported that alongside a risk to buildings, dry standing crops, forestry, 
haystacks, heather moors, and habitats, there was also an air safety risk associated if the 
lanterns became entangled in aircraft engines - the Federal Aviation Association has 

reported its concerns over the use of sky lanterns for that very reason. 
 
5.14 Furthermore, Richmond MP Rishi Sunak previously gave his support to a move to introduce 

legislation banning sky lanterns, but it failed as it was not given government time.   
 
6.0 Way Forward 
 
6.1 In considering the Notice of Motion put to the County Council earlier this month, Members 

will recognise there are issues around enforcement i.e. the huge amount of property/land 
owned by the County Council, and the possible financial implications and other resources it 

may require. 

 
6.2 With this in mind, the options available to the Committee are: 
 

i. Consider the issue today and make a recommendation to the meeting of the County 
Council on 17 February 2020; 

ii. Wait for the outcome of the overview and scrutiny work being undertaken by 
Richmondshire District Council, and use that to inform the considerations of the 
committee at a future meeting; 

iii. Setup a task and finish group to meet in January 2021, to consider evidence from 
officers from estates, legal and trading standards; 

6.3 To support you in your considerations, the Chief Fire Officer for North Yorkshire, and a 
representative from the National Farmers Union have been invited to attend this meeting 

 
 
Melanie Carr 
Principal Democratic Services & Scrutiny Officer 
 
26 November 2020 
 


