
Dover District Council

Subject: RELEASE OF SKY LANTERNS AND HELIUM BALLOONS 
ON COUNCIL LAND

Meeting and Date: Cabinet – 2 July 2018

Report of: Roger Walton, Director of Environment and Corporate 
Assets

Portfolio Holder: Councillor Trevor Bartlett, Portfolio Holder for Property 
Management and Environmental Health

Decision Type: Non-Key Decision

Classification: Unrestricted

Purpose of the report: To amend the conditions of hire and event guidance for the use 
of Council land to prohibit the release of helium balloons and sky 
lanterns from Council-owned land and buildings with immediate 
effect.

Recommendation: To agree to amend the conditions of hire and event guidance for 
the use of Council land to prohibit the release of helium balloons 
and sky lanterns from Council-owned land and buildings.

1. Summary

1.1 In recent years outdoor balloon and sky lantern releases have become a more 
common event at summer fairs, fundraising events, opening of new stores, or part of 
commemorative and celebratory occasions. However what the potentially harmful 
consequences for wildlife and property that can occur as a result of this form of 
celebration have not always been recognised.

1.2 A number of national representative groups, including the Chief Fire Officers 
Association, National Farmers Union, Marine Conservation Society and the RSPCA, 
are now urging groups and individuals wishing to raise funds or commemorate, to 
use alternatives to sky lanterns and are asking event planners and retailers to use 
alternatives as well. In addition to sky lanterns, the Marine Conservation Society, 
RSPCA, RSPB, Keep Britain Tidy and the National Farmers Union have for many 
years called for bans on mass balloon releases for similar reasons.

1.3 There is no current UK legislation available to control this issue and it is therefore up 
to each individual local authority to consider the issue for itself.

1.4 This report seeks Cabinet agreement to amend the conditions of hire and event 
guidance for the use of Council land to prohibit the release of helium balloons and 
sky lanterns from Council owned land and buildings.

2. Introduction and Background

2.1 The mass intentional release of helium filled latex balloons or similar and sky lanterns 
have increased nationally in recent years. However, research has shown that they 
present a risk of harm to wildlife and create an avoidable risk of fire and damage. 



See:https://www.mcsuk.org/downloads/pollution/beachwatch/MCS_balloons_and_chi
nese_lanterns_policy.pdf.

2.2 Sky lanterns (also referred to as Chinese lanterns) are floating paper lanterns and 
are like miniature hot air balloons. They are often used at celebratory events where 
many are released into the sky at the same time. They consist of a candle or fuel cell 
filled with paraffin wax suspended inside a frame of wire or bamboo with a paper 
balloon above. When lit, they float upwards and drift away, landing when the fuel 
source runs out. The can reach heights of up to 1000 metres and can drift for several 
miles in the breeze. Once released, there is of course no control over where the 
lantern or balloon will land.

2.3 The Marine Conservation Society (MCS) has been running a campaign 
encouraging local authorities and businesses to ban releases on their land. The MCS 
publicity notes that sky lanterns and balloons may look pretty but they can harm 
wildlife at sea and on land (not to mention the fire risk they also pose). See: Appendix 
A  and https://www.mcsuk.org/campaigns/dont-let-go

2.4 Whilst the Council does not often receive requests from event organisers to release 
sky lanterns and balloons, as a direct consequence of the MCS campaign, the 
Council has received a number of emails over recent months drawing attention to the 
concerns being raised at the impact that the uncontrolled release of helium filled latex 
balloons or similar and sky lanterns can have on the environment.

2.5 The National Farmer’s Union (NFU) has also been encouraging Councils to ban the 
lanterns noting that; "It's important to point out that it's not just farm animals which 
can be affected. Sky lanterns can cause fires to crops, grassland on moors and bales 
of hay and straw that have been stacked, which could lead to a loss of buildings.” 
See Appendix B. 

2.6 Similarly, the RSPCA has been actively campaigning on this issue. See: 
https://www.rspca.org.uk/getinvolved/campaign/skylanterns

2.7 Given the growing awareness of this issue and the concerns being raised from a 
wide range of groups, it is understood that more than 50 Local Authorities in the UK 
now have introduced balloon/lantern release policies. 

2.8 It is therefore proposed that the Council amend the conditions of hire and event 
guidance for the use of Council land to prohibit the release of helium balloons and 
sky lanterns from Council owned land and buildings. This applies to both Council run 
events and events run by third parties.

2.9 The proposed changes to the conditions of hire and event guidance will not of course 
ban the use of sky lanterns etc. on Council owned land. They will only do so in the 
limited circumstance of when there is an event taking place which is either promoted 
by the Council or for which someone has had to hire a park or a building. Thus, they 
will do nothing at all to address the situation of individuals or groups of individuals 
going to the park or to the foreshore for a gathering and setting these things off. That 
could only be done by byelaw and would raise significant questions as to the ability to 
enforce.

2.10 For the avoidance of doubt, piloted hot air balloons are not covered by this policy. 
Helium balloons may also be permitted when used for research purposes, for 
example weather balloons, as long as supporting evidence is provided, identifying 
any risk and/ or any hazards to the environment and with any appropriate mitigation.

https://www.mcsuk.org/downloads/pollution/beachwatch/MCS_balloons_and_chinese_lanterns_policy.pdf
https://www.mcsuk.org/downloads/pollution/beachwatch/MCS_balloons_and_chinese_lanterns_policy.pdf
https://www.mcsuk.org/campaigns/dont-let-go
https://www.rspca.org.uk/getinvolved/campaign/skylanterns


3.      Identification and Evaluation of Options

3.1 There are two Options available to Cabinet:

Option 1: To agree to amend the conditions of hire and event guidance for the use of 
Council land to prohibit the release of helium balloons and sky lanterns from Council 
owned land and buildings. This applies to both Council run events and events run by 
third parties.

Option 2; To take no action.

3.2 Whilst, the Council could decide not to take action, evidence exists that the release of 
indiscriminate release of sky lanterns and helium balloons does have a detrimental 
impact on the local environment and provides an avoidable safety hazard and so 
Option 1 is the recommended option.

4.       Resource Implications

4.1 None.

5.       Corporate Implications

5.1 Comment from the Section 151 Officer: Accountancy has been consulted and has no 
further comments. (DL)

5.2 Comment from the Solicitor to the Council:  The Solicitor to the Council has been 
consulted in the preparation of this report and has no further comments to make. 
(HR)

5.3 Comment from the Equalities Officer: “This report does not specifically highlight any 
equality implications however in discharging their duties members are required to 
comply with the public sector equality duty as set out in section 149 of the Equality 
Act 2010. http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15 “

6.       Appendices

6.1   Appendix A: Extract from MCS literature

6.2   Appendix B: NFU Publicity

7.      Background Papers

7.1   None.

Contact Officer:  Roger Walton Ext: 42420

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15
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