
BetterBricks Industry Voices:  
James R. Benya
Why Luminaire Level Lighting Controls (LLLC)? A Q&A with James R. 
Benya, PE, FIES, FIALD, Principal Illuminating Engineer and Lighting 
Designer at Benya Burnett Consultancy about why he’s a fan of LLLC 
and how he approaches specifying lighting controls.
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How did you get into specifying  and 
designing lighting systems, specifically 
controls?  
It started when I was in high school and college, when I was 

working in theatrical lighting. If you work in theater at all, you 

become really control-centric. When I graduated from college 

as an electrical engineer, I decided to go into construction 

and immediately took a special interest in lighting controls and 

designing buildings. 

Professionally since, I’ve always considered the lighting 

control approach as an integral part of lighting design. Some 

of them were targeted at convenience, some were targeted at 

efficiency, some just aesthetics and livability. I am celebrating 

50 years in this business, and among my many designs was 

the very first computerized central lighting control system 

used to control  a big convention center in Tulsa, Oklahoma.  

I imagined it, specified it, and got a company  to make it. My 

passion for smart and functional controls has been with me for 

a long time, and I’ve been very interested in the companies, the 

products that they’re making, the different ways to use lighting 

controls, and their various applications.

What do you like about LLLC?  
What makes LLLC such an important innovation is that it is 

cost-effective—you can save on labor, materials, and simple 

maintenance. Those are big deals, often more than the control 

devices themselves. For someone trying to maintain a building, 

it’s energy-efficient, it provides the right amount of light and 

only when it’s needed, and it’s easy to install. You pop in the 

luminaire, you hook up power to it, and you’re done. 

What are the advantages of LLLC over other 
lighting solutions?  
I think the simplicity of LLLC is its calling card. You come to 

realize that what we need to optimize is the maintainability, 

long-term reliability, and low cost of maintenance. LLLC 

eliminates the hidden cost and complexity of programming 

every device and making complex control systems operate. In 

so many ways, LLLC is practically perfect. 

How has LLLC been a solution to address 
typical challenges with networked controls?   
The biggest concern that I’ve had for the last 20 years using 

network lighting controls is that they won’t be wired correctly 

and/or properly programmed into the control system. However, 

LLLC is the essence of simplicity. You connect power to the 

luminaire, flip the switch, and it works. You can’t do anything 

easier than that. 

What’s the best way you’ve found to source 
control ideas when specifying  a wireless 
lighting project?   
Go to the manufacturer’s representatives and tell them what 

you want. Work with them. They are going to be the most 



knowledgeable people in the specifying process, and in some 

cases, they will bring in a manufacturer’s engineer to help. 

Also, go to trade shows—even small events—and your local 

utility company for resources like online seminars. There is a 

tremendous amount of information out there and people who 

are willing to share it with you.

What else should professionals consider 
when choosing an LLLC or NLC system?    
Is the software going to work in 10 years? Will someone be 

able to service it? I’ve had a couple of companies say, “We 

don’t service that product anymore. We want you to buy a new 

system.” I don’t specify those companies anymore. The good 

lighting companies train the agencies to install and service 

the systems. They have all the information about the project, 

including the programming that went into it. If needed, they 

send the agency out to look at the problem and fix it onsite. 

They only send somebody out from the factory if it’s a major 

problem. 

What are the best spaces for considering 
LLLC and why? 
LLLC is a terrific idea for all kinds of office environments and 

meeting rooms. Healthcare  and clinical settings are also good 

places for these systems. There are just so many spaces 

where the simplicity of LLLC—and the fact that they work 

really well—is a huge advantage. 

What’s a notable project you’ve done that 
incorporated LLLC? 
Deborah Burnett, co-principal of the Benya Burnett 

Consultancy, and I won an IES International Illumination 

Design Award of Excellence for the only building that was ever 

certified as LEED platinum and WELL platinum. The WELL 

Building Standard is a vehicle for buildings and organizations 

to deliver more thoughtful and intentional spaces that enhance 

human health and well-being. LLLC was the perfect solution 

for the private offices and small meeting rooms. With LLLC, we 

used color temperature-changing technology to make sure the 

building occupants get the right amount and spectrum of light 

at the appropriate times of the day. 

What else do you want to share about LLLC?  
We need to remember that everybody has different light 

needs and ensure we’re adjusting our lighting specifications 

to support people. LLLC already accommodates this new 

approach to human wellness in buildings because daylight 

sensors are fully incorporated, and I look forward to the 

industry recognizing this more. We know some people are 

night owls, and some are day owls. With LLLC and the right 

components and a couple of extra wires, we can ensure that 

the right amount and spectrum of light will be there for people 

right when they need it—regardless of their internal clock or 

assigned work schedule. 

What other advice you would give to 
specifiers considering implementing LLLC? 
LLLC is a rational control system because it does the one 

thing that network lighting control systems don’t: It stands by 

itself. Just one unit can take an area and properly control the 

lighting with its occupancy and ambient light sensors—that 

makes it well-suited for offices, restrooms, and any space that 

has periodic occupancy and daylight. Also, it comes with big 

advantages like low cost and simple maintenance. That is a big 

deal for those who own and manage buildings. 
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To learn more about LLLC, visit betterbricks.com/lllc.
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