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In the first of a two-part 
series on the process of a 
lighting project, Robert 
Webber discusses what 
needs to happen before 
the spades hit the ground

This may be obvious to some, but for 
others, let me expound. Good lighting design 
and installation starts long before a spade hits 
the ground – it always comes from getting a 
good brief from the client, and holding that brief 
in tension with the realities of the actual garden 
design. We can create a lot of magic, but we 
can’t perform miracles. It’s far better to set 
expectations early and then exceed them,  
than to promise the earth and deliver little. 
Expectations are often felt, not seen, and it’s 
frequently about the emotional, before it’s about 
the physical.

Having gained a good brief and set realistic 
expectations, we can then cost for installation. 
I’ve said it a thousand times, but a good lighting 
installation costs a significant amount of money. 
Yes, there are cheaper fittings you can use, but 
it’s a trade-off between longevity and quality 
– not to mention your company’s good name. 
Some projects we just have to walk away from 
at the costing stage: we don’t want to, but we 
won’t compromise to earn a buck. When 

talking money comes second, 
you know that the client has put 
their emotions first.

As budgets get tighter, 
installers need to get brighter. 
Infrastructure takes up 60% of 
most commission costs – 
cables, transformers, switches 
and so on. If money is tight, 
cost for half the garden lit today, 
with conduits installed for the 
future. In my experience, I’ll get 
a call after a few weeks to ask 
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for the rest, as one half will inevitably sell the 
other. We always aim to be part of the solution 
on costs, but we are realistic – talking money is 
never taboo.

Once costs are agreed, it’s time to look at 
scheduling. When, where, how, and what’s 
needed? We place orders with lead times, set 
stage payments to suit the client, and apportion 
labour, making sure it can be fitted into our 
schedule as well as the client’s. We draw 
conduit plans for free, and deliver conduit and 
warning tape to site.

Stage three is where we secure all the 
necessary parts needed, and normally where we 
have been paid 60% of the contract value. 
That’s me, planning cash-flow again – otherwise 
we could easily be in for a £250k commitment 
with little money back, across 20 projects. You 
only need a few to be delayed or cancelled and 
your Christmas party gets cut to KFC!

So, with the project ready to start, next 
month we will be exploring installation and how 
communication on-site and familiarity with 
contractors sets the tone for the main event.
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Why does everything always have to be 
finished for Christmas? It’s a magical line in the 
sand for us, as though the whole world is found 
sitting in their gardens on Christmas Day. 
Getting it all done in time is where meticulous 
planning and commitment come to the fore. 
I’m a stickler for planning; “what’s the 
schedule, and when is the completion date?” 
is my mantra. 

I come from a generation of men and 
women who live or die by their word. 
Nowadays, the definition of commitment 
seems to be blurred – hardly anybody does 
what they said, when they said they would. 
Not in my world! If I say it, I’ll move heaven and 
earth to make sure it happens.

Commitment, too, is something that drives 
my business – that’s why I often get frustrated 
by mediocrity. It’s one of the reasons that I love 
to pass on the construction processes and 
design nuggets that pave the road to success, 
and it’s probably time that I revisited them for 
you here.

WHEN TALKING MONEY
 COMES SECOND, YOU KNOW 

THAT THE CLIENT HAS PUT 
THEIR EMOTIONS FIRST


