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Some ‘pundits and experts’ selling LED lamps, and fixture 
manufacturers using LEDs, make statements in the public 
arena which suggest that LEDs are the ‘lighting equivalent’ of 

some brilliant new technology which will magically save the planet by 
reducing energy consumption by 90%. An example of such half-truths, 
lies by omission and manipulative wording, appear regularly in all 
types of media, which allude to circumstances where a 90% saving 
is possible but avoids stating the requisite figures which would en-
able the discerning buyer, consumer, or engineer  to draw their own 
informed conclusions. 

The most energy saving solution would simply be to switch off 
the lights and you will save 100% of the energy consumed. Another 
example is if an office has four by four lamp T8 fluorescents, simply 
remove two lamps and you will save 50% of the energy consumed. 
But you will obviously reduce the light level by 50%. Perhaps in pur-
suit of ‘energy saving’ the Government ought to lower the Lux levels 
required by law in terms of the OHS Act?

Most, if not all of the big lamp and light source manufacturing 
companies - as well as  fixture manufacturers internationally - have 
spent huge sums of money on research and development, advertis-
ing and advertorials for the development and marketing of LEDs. I 
presume this spend is as much about return on investment (profit) 
as it is about altruism and saving the world.

The escalating cost of energy in South Africa makes for a 
compelling argument in favour of any technology which can save 
the consumer money. If the cost benefit ratio is so compelling, the 
product would sell itself.  

Advertising and advertorials in all mediums including, technical 
magazines, newspapers, radio and TV, are creating the impression 
that LEDs are the cure for energy shortages, pollution and global 
warming. They will apparently miraculously eliminate the need for 
hundreds of additional power stations by 2020.

LEDs are a significant and evolving technology, in which great 
strides are rapidly being taken. However LED light sources, ranging 
from LED lamps of various shapes and configurations, and LED 
fixtures, are not the answer for all lighting applications and require-
ments. Yet often, despite the simple arithmetic calculations which 
would refute the argument for LEDs - based on cost versus benefit, 

LEDs are installed. It seems that LED light sources are as much about 
fashion as about science.

The promoters of LED fixtures talk of such things such as a 
guaranteed life of ‘up to’ 60 000 hours. This statement becomes a 
manipulative tool when one inserts the number ’60 000’ hours’ life 
and the word ‘guarantee’ in the same sentence to describe the per-
formance of LEDs. Reading such a claim, at first glance, I understood 
it to mean that if 100 LED fixtures were installed, they would all last 
up to 60 000 hours – ‘guaranteed’. Perhaps this claim is correct - and 
I am mistaken to doubt or question it? If so my humble apologies!

 The majority of HPS lamps sold have an average life of 24 000 
hours which is commonly understood to mean that at 24 000 hours, 
50% of HPS lamps installed will still be burning.

What is the guaranteed average life of multiple LEDs in a fixture? 
Does this guarantee extend to all fixtures made by all manufactur-
ers? If one LED fails will the guarantee kick in so that the supplier will 
replace the failed LED or unit at its own cost?

What does ‘up to 60 000 hours life’ mean?

In a street lighting application 60 000 hours would mean that if the 
lights burn an average of 10 hours a night, it would compute to 6 
000 days or 16 years.

The Oxford definition of science or scientific is ‘…the systematic 
study of the structure and behaviour of the physical world through 
observation and experiment’.

I do not believe that any LED light fittings which are being sold 
today have been empirically tested for the last 16 years in a multiplic-
ity of environments.
The testing of a single LED which attains 130 lumen per watt, whilst 
supplied with a constant appropriate wattage at a favourable ambient 
temperature in a laboratory, is very different from an installation of 
hundreds or thousands of fixtures in real industrial or street lighting 
application. 

A street light fixture would have many LEDs in it .That is besides 
the driver, which also has a limited life - and sometimes a capacitor 
which also has a finite life. LED street lights may have a theoretical 
projected life of 60 000 hours, but until tested empirically for many 
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years, in service - in the sun, cold, rain and dust - remains in the 
realm of ‘science fiction’ rather than complying with the definition 
of ‘science’. 

From all the reading I have done, it seems the actual lumen per 
watt ratio of LEDs in fixtures seems to range from 80 to 90 lumens per 
watt at best and not 130 lumens per watt guaranteed. If a 130 lumen 
per watt and a 60 000 hour life with negligible lumen depreciation and 
ROI is in fact a reality today, I apologise to all experts and pundits, 
in which case, all floodlights, high-bays and street lights sold today 
should be LEDs. 

However, I have not seen evidence of LEDs in an aluminum street 
light, floodlight high-bay fixture with a lumen per watt ratio of 130 
which has been empirically tested and proven in terms of necessary 
scientific criteria.

I do see fixtures (and even lamps) with mounds of ribs and heat 
sinks which I presume are there to dissipate the heat. Logical deduc-
tion compels me to believe that heat is still detrimental to LEDs? I 
wonder what the temperature would be in a LED street light after it has 
baked in the sun for a full summer’s day and comes on at dusk when 
the daylight switch, or other devices, would switch it on automatically? 

A fundamental axiom of lighting, using if one wished to do a 
scientific and mathematical comparison of various light sources and 
fixtures, would be to state the desired Lux Level required and explore 
alternative light fittings and light sources prior to making a decision 
and certainly not to be influenced by fashion. 

Adverts currently on radio for a company selling LEDs makes a 
comparison between LED lamps and incandescent and CFL lamps - 
claiming a 90% energy saving. Firstly to compare any light source 
today to incandescents is at best disingenuous. In 2013 to compare 
LEDs - or any other light source - to incandescent or halogen or M/V 
is at best disingenuous and at worst a ridiculous and a deliberate ploy 
to manipulate the consumer. But… by comparing to CFLs, and imply-
ing that this would mean that a 1,4 W LED lamp would give the same 
amount of light as a 14 W CFL, is either a half-truth or blatantly untrue.

When one talks of ‘energy efficiency’ in terms of lighting, one of 
the most salient, knowable factors is how many lumens per watt the 
lamp or light source gives.
LED is a great product in the right application, but on the other hand, 
so are the new generation Ceramic Metal Halides which give ‘up to 
132 lumen per watt’ and have a 24 000 hour average life (in wattages 
of 72 and upwards ) with a lumen depreciation of merely 20% over 
24 000 hours.

A decent 70 W HPS street light sells for well under R1 000 and, with 
an electronic ballast, the power factor is almost ‘1’ and the lumen 
output is 5 700 lumen. The going rate for a decent 40 W LED street 
light ranges between R3 500 to R7 000 or more, depending on sup-
plier and quality.  Hence a price of under R1 000 equates to around 
one fifth to one tenth the price of a 40 W or 50 W LED street light.

Assuming an arbitrary price of 32 cents per kilowatt that mu-
nicipalities pay for electricity, that would make the ROI for LEDs - as 
compared with Ceramic Metal Halide - difficult to justify. 

Conclusion

I have no doubt that LED light-sources have a significant place in the 
variety of light sources available - but if one wanted white light as 
opposed to the yellow light of an HPS, a 50 W ceramic metal halide 
giving 5 000 lumens with an average life of 18 000 hours, seems to 
make more sense than LED street lights as one could supply a fixture 
and one spare ballast, several capacitors and two spare lamps at a 
far lower cost. 

From my point of view, the evidence is clearly lacking that 80% 
of all light sources sold by 2020 will be LEDs. Perhaps what irks the 
most is the fact obscuring new speak used such as ‘Green Energy’, 
‘Energy Saving’, and other terms which imply that one can contrib-
ute to saving the planet by purchasing  x product, is off the mark. 
Describing hundreds of power stations which will not have to be 
built, or the reduction of carbon - or pollution or carbon footprint or 
global warming - which can be avoided by simply buying x product, 
is simply ridiculous.

The environmental issues facing man and the planet we occupy, 
such as pollution from fossil fuels, billions of tons of plastic refuse 
building up and not breaking down, deforestation, poisoning of riv-
ers, destruction of wetlands and an unnoticed  holocaust of insects, 
birds wildlife, are too important to fall prey to be used in a superficial 
sense to sell lights.
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