
 
 

PLEASE NOTE
The Unitary Development Plan (UDP) policies and planning, building control and other legislation and 
regulations referred to in the text of this guide were current at the time of publication. Because this 
guidance is an electronic version of the printed guidance as approved and adopted, these references have 
NOT been changed. For ease of contact; names, telephone numbers and locations have been regarded as 
non-material editorial changes and have been updated. 
  
As UDP policies and government legislation may have changed over time, before carrying out any work, it 
is recommended that you consult the current UDP 
http://www.westminster.gov.uk/planningandlicensing/udp/index.cfm for policy revisions and you may wish 
to check with planning and/or building control officers about your proposals.   

 
 

LIGHTING UP THE CITY 
 

 
 

A GOOD PRACTICE GUIDE FOR THE ILLUMINATION 
OF BUILDINGS AND MONUMENTS 

 

http://www.westminster.gov.uk/planningandlicensing/udp/index.cfm


Why Lighting Matters 
 
Exterior lighting has a crucial role to play in the capital.  It can be used to bring out the most pleasing 

characteristics of our buildings, monuments, streets and public spaces. 

 

Unfortunately London suffers from poorly designed and unco-ordinated exterior lighting that creates 

nothing but glare and confusion, obscuring the best and promoting the indifferent.  London also lacks the 

excitement and romance that good exterior lighting can bring to the night time experience. 

 

The City Council aims to change this.  This guide shows how exterior lighting can be both effective and 

efficient. 

 



The Policy Context 
The Council's powers to control the installation and illumination of exterior lighting schemes are limited.  
Although we can have some control over the installation of units and wiring when dealing with listed 
buildings, only clearly visible units on unlisted buildings require planning permission.  In addition, no control 
can be exercised over the flow of electricity or the colour or strength of light. 
 
The policy context for this non-statutory guidance is derived from Unitary Development Plan (U.D.P) policy 
DES14 (vii).  This states that: 'Proposals for exterior lighting should demonstrate enhancement of the 
character and appearance of the building and surroundings … Spotlights must be hidden or positioned in 
unobtrusive positions.' 
 
In addition, paragraph 9.92 of the U.D.P indicates that, whilst the City Council recognises the value of 
sensitive exterior lighting for important public buildings, not all buildings are suitable for such treatment, 
particularly those of a residential nature. 
 
The Council believes there is a need for a code of practice covering aesthetic, technical and amenity 
issues concerning exterior lighting.  These guidelines will focus on the need to: 
 
light the exterior of only the best and most suitable buildings and monuments; 
 
keep fittings and installations as discreet as possible; 
 
avoid physical damage to listed buildings; 
 
ensure the use of proper light and luminance; 
 
properly and sympathetically highlight architectural character and details (including works of art) of the 
buildings concerned. 
 
One of the main aims of the guidelines is to help avoid and identify badly designed schemes.  These are 
schemes where: 
 
the lighting units and fittings are too prominent and visually damaging to the architectural character of 
buildings; 
 
the light itself is either too bright or not bright enough, is inappropriately designed and of the wrong colour 
for the building material; 
 
lighting units or fittings are poorly related to the architectural character of the building or monument; 
 
consideration of residential amenity and the use of the highway is ignored when lighting schemes are 
designed. 
 
There are few exemplary exterior lighting schemes in the capital.  Those that have been well designed 
require proper on going management and maintenance. 
 



The thoughtful installation of 
downlighters as an integral 
part of the design of a new 
building. 

 

 



The Role of Exterior Lighting 
The provision of exterior light to illuminate buildings at night stems from the original use of floodlighting in 
the theatrical world. 
 
To floodlight is 'to project copious artificial light from many directions so as to eliminate all shadows in the 
surface illuminated'.  However this form of lighting is not always the most appropriate. 
 
Floodlighting is the most commonly known form of exterior lighting, but it is often used incorrectly, as a 
generic term covering the full repertoire of lighting techniques.  Many of these techniques are considerably 
more sophisticated than floodlighting and include Accent (or spot), Modelling, Enhancement and Silhouette 
forms of lighting. 
 
The most appropriate technique for the subject building should thus be chosen to add the extra theatrical 
dimension for the enjoyment of both the individual building and the townscape in general.  Although 
lighting design should be consciously developed to attain maximum benefit, in this respect, if done 
thoughtlessly, it can damage the appearance of buildings affected. 
 

 

A prominent building where 
sensitive lighting is required 
to do justice to the theatrical 
architecture. 
 

 
 
Buildings of Architectural Merit 
Generally the City Council will only encourage the illumination of buildings of high architectural merit, and 
this should be placed firmly in its townscape context. 
 
Consideration will be given to whether the building is an individual or part of a cohesive group or terrace.  If 
the latter is the case then the City Council would expect to see proposals for the coherent lighting of the 
whole group. 
 
Consideration should also be given as to how the proposals, relate to existing exterior lighting schemes, 
particularly where these relate to landmark or other dominant buildings (e.g. churches, end of vista 
buildings). 
 
Normally buildings of domestic scale and appearance do not respond well to exterior lighting.  However, 
grand commercial buildings, stations, churches, public buildings and monuments can be beneficially 
illuminated providing they are of architectural interest. 
 
Many recent speculative developments lack sufficient architectural integrity or detail to benefit from exterior 
lighting. 
 
As a general rule exterior lighting should draw attention to the fine architectural characteristics of a 
building.  It should not be to advertise its presence as a commercial property, a practice which is causing 
growing concern. 
 
 
Lighting for Security 



Exterior lighting can not only enhance the enjoyment and appreciation of a monument or statue but can 
also be designed to help prevent vandalism and theft.  However, security lighting designed without 
aesthetic consideration can often adversely affect the night time appearance of buildings and areas. 
 



Residential Areas and Properties 
Extensive exterior lighting is generally only desirable in predominantly commercial areas where the 
existing level of artificial light is high and where there are fewer adverse implications for residential 
amenity. 
 
In residential areas it may not be appropriate to undertake exterior lighting other than for major 
neighbourhood landmarks, such as churches, so as to maintain the important night time distinction 
between residential and commercial districts.  In order to prevent light nuisance and glare, the exterior 
lighting of predominantly domestic buildings in all districts will not be encouraged. 
 
Subject to these considerations, in certain circumstances it may be desirable to light residential buildings 
for the sole purpose of security and safety.  Such installations should conform to 'good practice', be 
relevant to the surroundings and be of the lowest possible intensity. 
 

Insensitive lighting unit - alternative 
fittings could have been more 
acceptably located behind 
decorative ironwork. 
 

 
 
 
Design and Installation 
Exterior lighting schemes will only be acceptable where the lighting units and associated wiring are entirely 
discreet if not completely hidden.  This is particularly important where buildings are either listed or form an 
important element of a conservation area, as insensitive installations can be to the detriment of their 
daytime character and appearance. 
 
Initial design will often be based on what might give the most attractive night time effect; however, the type, 
location and size of lighting units must be carefully considered. 
 
At the design stage it is helpful to use and present illustrative techniques that clearly and accurately 
communicate the design concept to all parties.  It is possible to make accurate predictions of the potential 
lighting effects and levels of illumination of a scheme (colour, beam angle, light wash, shadow etc.) 
through the use of illuminated models, sketches and computer modelling. 
 
Lighting units should be as small as possible so that they can be concealed behind architectural details 
such as balustrades, ironwork, columns, or located discreetly on cills, cornices and other features. 
 
It is normally appropriate to paint out units to match the colour of the building material to which they are 
attached.  At ground level units can be set flush in the ground surface, hidden in planting or concealed in 
area wells.  Units should not be located on the face of buildings or in other prominent positions. 
 
Location should not be chosen simply because they are convenient but because they have lighting validity 
and can contribute to a coherent overall lighting design.  Locations and equipment should also be chosen 
so as to avoid glare and comply with accepted standards - glare being one of the most obvious problems 
of badly designed schemes. 
 
The scheme should normally be installed by an approved electrical contractor to a predetermined design, 
under the supervision of a professional adviser.  It must be installed with due sensitivity to the fabric of the 
building particularly if it is listed.  It should be remembered that careless installation can cause problems of 
corrosion, electrolytic reaction, staining, cracking and failure of stone, terracotta, stucco and brick buildings 
and damage to fragile parts of such buildings. 
 
The design of the scheme should allow for ease of maintenance and repair.  Units and their controls 
should only be located where they are easily accessible, unless this is done schemes often fall into disuse 



because it is either too difficult or too expensive to undertake routine maintenance of lamps and cable 
routes.  Festoon lighting will not normally be acceptable. 
 
 
Lighting Technique 
A lighting design should be consciously developed to take into account the important features and context 
of the building.  In this respect brightness and contrast are the most critical elements of any lighting 
scheme. 
 
Many buildings are so overlit that the brightness is painful to the eye and makes architectural appreciation 
of a building difficult.  Lower levels of light allow more sophisticated and sympathetic renderings which can 
also create attractive contrasts between light and shadow thus enhancing the appreciation of a building. 
 
Brightness can be assessed either objectively, by measuring the technical brightness of the surface, or 
perhaps more importantly subjectively, i.e. the perception of the lighting scheme by the observer.  
Subjective brightness is the key effect to establish and design for and depends upon the position of the 
observer, the brightness of the surroundings and adjoining exterior lit buildings, and the objective 
brightness. 
 
The Institution of Lighting Engineers provides detailed guidance on appropriate levels of objective light in 
an attempt to reduce unnecessary illumination and light pollution from urban areas.  Light pollution is 
making observation of the night sky increasingly difficult. 
 
The brightness of a lighting scheme should be based upon the brightness of a district in which the building 
is located. Schemes which involve brightness higher than the prevailing local brightness will not normally 
be considered appropriate. 
 
 
How Bright? 
In considering how much light is required for a particular building various other factors need to be taken 
into account.  These include the reflectance factor of the surface to be illuminated - reflectance is 
determined by the nature of the material, the condition and the dirtiness of the surface. 
 
When installing lighting schemes an opportunity may arise to clean a building - in such a case advice 
should be sought on the nature of the surface and the method of cleaning. 
 

The lighting of this important 
building could be enhanced 
by a more thoughtful 
approach to the use of 
colour, brightness and 
architectural modelling. 

 

 
 
Avoiding Glare 
Glare seems to be an inevitable side-effect of poorly designed schemes, often destroying through spillage 
the very effect that is sought. 
 
To avoid glare, when considering the use of uplighters, use precision spotlights rather than floods.  
Alternatively, design in baffles and shields to avoid any unnecessary light leakage. 
 



The choice of light fitting and source is also of great importance.  When considering the lamp and the 
nature of light it provides, the following should be taken into account: 
 
Energy Efficiency and Lamp Efficacy 
the output in relation to energy and usage/costs 
 
Lamp Life 
Important in relation to maintenance costs 
 
Colour Appearance (Rendering) 
The appearance of the surface colour will depend upon the source and colour of the light in relation to the 
surface materials and textures. 
 
Lamp Shape and Size 
Important in relation to the need to use architecturally discreet fittings. 
 
 

The appropriate use of 
small, discreet and 
unobtrusive units to 
illuminate architectural 
sculpture. 
 

 
 
 
Below is a table setting out the most frequently used types of light sources and their basic characteristics.  
It should be remembered that almost limitless minor variations are available from numerous 
manufacturers. 
 
 
SOURCE 

Energy 
Efficiency 

Lamp 
Life 

Colour 
Appearance 

Lamp 
Shade 

Suitable 
Materials 

High 
Pressure 
Sodium 
 

medium/high long warm, white to 
golden yellow 

elliptical and 
tubular 
compact 

sandstone 
and brick 

NOTE Tends to distort surface colour and remove subtle colour variations in surface material, 
although new cost effective 'delux' colour rendering versions available. 

Metal 
Halide 
 

medium medium white - cool or 
warm 

elliptical 
compact 

portland stone 

NOTE Expensive, but provides high quality light with very good colour rendering. 
Mercury 
 
 

medium long white - cool elliptical 
compact 

portland stone 
and brick 

NOTE Tends to produce blue/green effect, medium colour rendering. 
Fluorescent medium medium full range tubular and 

compact 
 

 

NOTE Usually only used for special effects 
Tungsten 
Halogen 

low short white compact - 
single and 

portland stone 



double ended 
 

NOTE Expensive to run and maintain but excellent lighting result with very good colour 
rendering.  Can be liable to shock/vibration problems. 

Tungsten Low Short white - warm small  
      
NOTE Mainly used for small decorative fixtures expensive to run and maintain.  Can be liable to 

shock/vibration problems. 
 
 
The Maintenance and Control of Exterior Lighting Systems 
Regular, careful maintenance of a lighting scheme is as important as getting the original design right.  Too 
often effective schemes have been compromised through the loss of critical lighting elements.  It is 
expected that each scheme will require a regular inspection and management programme to clean lenses, 
replace lamps and to check electrical contacts (as required by B.S. 7671). 
 
If a scheme is proposed for a building which is to be let in more than one unit, responsibility and control of 
the lighting scheme should fall within one demise, preferably that of the superior landlord, to ensure it 
retains its design integrity. 
 
When considering exterior lighting schemes for major landmark buildings it is anticipated that all proposals 
will be the subject of legal agreements.  This is to ensure that the scheme is kept in a good state of repair 
and that the building is illuminated in line with the original lighting design concept. 
 
It should be demonstrated that consideration has been given to, and provision made for, the on going 
financing of the proposed scheme.  It is also anticipated that appropriate and enforceable conditions will be 
imposed on consents for lighting schemes.  Such conditions will cover details of installation, works of 
making good, and the painted finish of lighting units. 
 

It is important to hide light 
fittings wherever possible.  For 
instance elevations can be 
effectively lit by locating units in 
front area wells. 

 

 
 

 
The Integration of Exterior Lighting into New Developments 
It is proposed to illuminate new developments, provision for exterior lighting should be built in at the 
earliest phase of the design process.  In this way exterior lighting would become integral to the design of a 
building thus allowing for a proper architectural scheme of lighting without the compromise of awkward and 
alien units provided as an afterthought. 
 
 
Electrical Supply 
The lighting design process inevitably involves a balancing act between cost and aesthetic considerations.  
One of the common problems found with external lighting is that a well designed and effective scheme 
becomes too expensive to run, and a scheme is therefore either turned off or partly turned off.  This is 
obviously unsatisfactory and it is much better to be aware of cost limitations at the design stage.  Early 
consideration of both capital and running costs will set the parameters of and expectations for a scheme. 
 
 
Saving on Lighting Costs 
Lighting Consultants can offer professional advice on the design of schemes and on the cost of lighting 
units.  Consultation with the Electricity Supply Company will allow a coherent approach to both budgeting 



for power costs and lighting-up time.  Generally speaking off-peak illumination (especially at evening and 
weekends) will prove cheapest. 
 
The timing of lighting-up is of some importance and in order to prevent excessive illumination or to co-
ordinate lighting with neighbouring schemes the City Council may wish to enter into voluntary agreements 
with applicants to control this aspect of exterior lighting. 
 
Selective highlighting of parts of a building or a particular architectural feature would be more cost effective 
than lighting the whole exterior.  Lower wattage fitting can be used as an economical way to reduce levels 
of surface illumination. 
 
When a scheme involves the use of tungsten halogen lamps, lamp life, together with running and 
maintenance costs can be significantly reduced through the use of dimming techniques.  Use of variable 
lighting schemes where different amounts of lighting can be used at different times will allow the reduction 
of costs without compromising design integrity. 
 
 
Planning Consent 
Planning Permission is required for the installation of all units which materially effect the external 
appearance of a building. 
 
Listed Building Consent is required for the complete installation of a lighting system where it affects the 
character, both internal and external, of a building on the List of Buildings of Special Architectural and 
Historic Interest. 
 
If you are unsure whether your proposal requires consent you are advised to discuss the matter with 
Officers in the relevant Area Team.  Early consultation is essential in any lighting project. 
 

The thoughtless fixing of this 
unit has damaged the fragile 
faience facing and detracts from 
the building's architectural 
quality. 

 
 
Gaining Consent 
Applications should be accompanied by a full specification of the lighting units to be used and detailed 
elevational drawings showing the locations of these units.  In addition, if the proposal affects a listed 
building it would be appropriate to submit a statement detailing the methodology and techniques of 
installation including the location of wiring runs, control boxes and so on. 
 
In the case of certain very important buildings applications should be submitted with illustrative material 
which adequately demonstrates the lighting effect of the proposal. 
 



In this case the daytime 
prominence of the 
lighting units outweigh 
the advantages of night 
time illumination. 
 

 

 
 
The Twelve Principles of Good Exterior Lighting 
 
Only illuminate buildings of architectural interest. 
 
Lighting should not be used where it may intrude upon residential properties. 
 
Lighting units should be discreet and should not compromise the architectural integrity of the building. 
 
Schemes should accord with the special architectural features of the building. 
 
Lighting should take account of nearby schemes and have regard to the total lighting effect in the area. 
 
Installations should not damage listed buildings. 
 
Schemes should minimise light pollution and maximise energy efficiency. 
 
The quality and strength of the light should take account of the nature of the building materials to be 
illuminated. 
 
Professional advice should be sought from lighting consultants and planners. 
 
Management and maintenance programmes should be devised to ensure consistent and continued lighting 
display. 
 
Schemes should be an integral part of new developments. 
 
Planning and listed building consents should be sought where necessary. 
 



Further Information 
This leaflet is designed to answer only general queries.  If you have other more detailed questions, further 
information and advice can be obtained by contacting the Design and Conservation Officers in the Area 
Teams of Development Planning Services: 
 

 
CLICK HERE FOR LINK TO 

WESTMINSTER CITY COUNCIL 
CONTACTS LIST 

 
 
 
Published by Department of Planning and City Development, Development Planning Services, 1994 

http://www3.westminster.gov.uk/spgs/publications/contact%20information.pdf
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