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LED lighting 
– future or fantasy?

GrowSave update: Shedding light on the subject
HDC�s GrowSave energy communications 
project is in full swing once again. 
Nursery visits to Humber VHB and Plant 
Raisers focussed on supplementary 
lighting but, as ever, a much wider range 
of topics was also discussed.
Chris Plackett from Farm Energy highlighted 
that even a well maintained 10 year old 
installation could be 30% less ef�cient than 
its modern replacement. Add to this the 
effect of dirty or corroded re�ectors with 
lamps that have been used for 8,000 hours 
or more, and light per kWh of electricity 
used may fall to less than half that 
available from a new system.
With less light comes a longer cropping 
cycle and consequently a higher heating 
cost per plant produced. 

Tight schedules with exacting speci�cations 
and the premium cost of winter production 
space has led Plant Raisers to take lighting 
onto another level. Their standard lighting 
intensity of 4,000 lux was not enough to 
keep them on schedule during prolonged 
periods of low natural light, so they have 
progressively replaced older, less ef�cient 
lights and moved up to 10,000 lux. 
This has reduced the average cropping 
time so much that they can now �t in an 
extra crop each year. However, high levels 
of supplementary light bring their own 
challenges. When the lights are turned 
on there is a rapid increase in heat input 
to the greenhouse which, if not correctly 
managed, can cause unnecessary venting 
even in the middle of winter.
Humber VHB also uses lights at its West 
End Nursery near Chichester to maintain 
production of herbs during the winter. 
Balancing the climate requirements for 
each herb variety is a constant challenge. 
Success has been achieved by close 
attention to humidity control and irrigation 
management. Better quality plants, and 
high yield have been maintained at the 
same time as lowering energy use - a great 
achievement.
Regular updates and downloadable 
information from previous visits are 
available from the GrowSave website. The 
New Year brings several training courses 
and as we move into spring a new topic 
will be launched along with new focus 
nurseries. To ensure you hear about these 
events register at www.growsave.co.uk.

Light-emitting diode (LED) lighting 
is a developing technology which has 
been identi�ed as having potential 
for use in horticulture � but is 
it a realistic option for today�s 
commercial lighting installations?
Over the last few years, LEDs have gone 
from red blinking lights on electronic 
circuit boards, to high powered white 
light sources used in torches and 
decorative displays. 
However, the main problem is they are 
expensive and their ef�ciency, although 
improving in each generation of lamp, 
is not, at the moment, markedly greater 
than conventional discharge lamps.
In terms of Photosynthetically Active 
Radiation (PAR), ef�ciencies for LEDs 
have just about reached the levels 
expected from the current generation of 
discharge lights, but the capital costs 
are much higher. Potentially, LEDs have 
some promising characteristics which 
could be useful in horticulture. Lifetime 
is claimed to be long, luminaires 
and lamps are very compact, and the 
radiated heat output of the lamps is 
low (although �ttings sometimes need 
water cooling). Future developments 
will address practical problems and 
ef�ciency improvements will continue to 
improve � faster than those of sodium 
based lights. 
The most promising applications at the 
moment are multilayer cultivation and 
controlled environment growth rooms 
where that ability to �tune� the optical 
spectrum of LEDs may give them an 
edge in terms of photosynthetically 
active radiation.
Nevertheless, industry consensus is that 
development of LED lighting is at least 
six months to three years away for plant 
manipulation purposes and �ve years 
away for commercial use.


