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T
he earliest days of com-
mercial LED luminaires 
brought many questions 
regarding color quality, 

distribution of light, lifetime, and 
serviceability. After initial fears 
were mostly allayed, promises 
of longevity and energy sav-
ings (with incentives!) fueled the 
adoption of LED technology—
and early generation products 
largely met those promises. Yet, 
a decade into widespread adop-
tion, a new question emerges: 
What happens when LED prod-
ucts reach their end of life? 

Various groups are asking 
this question. Homeowners may 
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replacements? From a design 
perspective, helping to fix main-
tenance problems and address 
unexpected failures is not nearly 
as much fun as new designs, 
and designers are often not 
paid for the time spent.

Recently, a law firm was 
unsure what to do because 
the downlights in its Class A 
office space started to fail a 
few months after the warranty 
period ended. Some failures 
were catastrophic, while others 
were parametric, including color 
shift that harkened back to the 
days of metal halide. The law 
firm reached out to the original 
lighting designer, and after plenty 
of discussion with the original 
manufacturers and their repre-
sentatives, the law firm installed 
a new solution. When the cost to 
pay a designer, buy new prod-
ucts, and pay an electrician are 
added up, the total cost to main-
tain the system can be twice as 
expensive as that if the law office 
just relamped their downlights 
and 15 times more expensive if 
replacing linear LED cove lighting 
rather than fluorescent tubes—no 
designer or electrician needed, 
no new luminaires needed.

With energy efficiency incen-
tives fading and original manu-
facturers potentially acquired 
or gone, the reality many face 
is that most end-of-life issues 
mean a completely new fix-
ture—this time without any incen-
tives or promises of a two-year 
payback. The new mode of 
swapping out luminaires instead 
of lamps raises questions of 
sustainability in every sense of 

the word, from sustaining design 
intent to throwing away whole 
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