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A Retailer Makes a Commitment
to Daylight

Headquartered in Irvine, HomeBase operates 83 home improvement ware-
houses, averaging 103,000 square feet, in 10 western states. The corporation
made a commitment to daylight in a major remodeling campaign of all of their
stores, so that all of their sites now feature extensive skylights, along with pho-
tocontrols for the general lighting.  

“Our first reason is improved sales. Saving energy is a secondary consider-
ation,” says the HomeBase corporate energy manager. Customers seem to agree.

While not all customers are aware of the skylights, many interviewed at the site
were enthusiastic about the bright, airy feeling in the store. “It feels clean and
healthy,” commented one customer. “I like coming to shop here because I don’t
feel so crowded,” commented another. 

The Skylighting System
The stores are designed with five percent of gross roof area in 4x8 double-

glazed bubble skylights. Skylights are located based on the structural design of
the roof, which makes their placement slightly irregular. They tend to be locat-
ed above two out of three rows of shelving. The walls of the store, the truss work
at the ceiling and the fire curtains are all painted white, helping to diffuse the
daylight down to the store below. The central open areas receive 120 to 150
horizontal footcandles of daylight on a bright sunny day.

Those aisles with skylights directly overhead are somewhat brighter, at 80
to 150 horizontal footcandles down the center of the aisle at midday in the
summer, providing a very even illumination of 30 to 60 vertical footcandles on
the product shelves. Even the aisles without skylights directly overhead still

The HomeBase store in Brea is very

bright and well lit. The 30-foot-high

ceilings contribute to a sense of airi-

ness, and allow the light from the

skylights to distribute evenly.

The shaded, covered entrance to the

store creates a subtle visual transi-

tion between the intensely sunny

parking lot and the interior of the

store, giving customers’ eyes a

moment to adjust to the change in

light levels.  As a result, when they

enter the store, the interior seems as

bright and airy as the outdoors.

Products inevitably seem more

vibrant under the daylight. Plants in

the indoor garden area look striking-

ly healthy and attractive. Customers

may not know it, but the colors that

they select for flooring materials or

paint chips will have especially true

color rendition under the daylight.

Thus, they are less likely to be dissat-

isfied with their color choices when

they get home. 
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maintain 30 to 50 vertical footcandles on the product, with 40 to 50 horizon-
tal footcandles down the center of the aisles. This variation is entirely within the
average person’s visual comfort range, and it adds some visual interest to the
store’s appearance—making it seem natural and relaxed. 

The Electric Lighting System
The metal halide light fixtures are on a three-level circuit system. There are

separate photocontrols for each circuit, so that at modest illumination from the
skylights, one-third of the lights turn off, and at full skylighting illumination,
two-thirds of the lights turn off. The remaining one-third of the store lights are
committed to emergency power backup so that the store can never go com-
pletely dark. The lighting around the perimeter of the store always has at least
half of the lights on at full power. 

The 400-Watt metal halide lamps are on 16’ o.c. spacing for a lighting
power density of 1.8 Watts per square foot (W/sf ). Some key products are high-
lighted with strip fluorescents recessed under the shelves, adding perhaps
another 0.1 W/sf, for a total installed lighting load for the stores of about 1.9
W/sf. During the day, the store typically operates at 1.3 W/sf with one-third of
the lights turned off, or at .7 W/sf with two-thirds of the lights off. 

The one area of the store with a dropped ceiling is the lighting fixture dis-
play, so that the fixtures can be shown in a natural ceiling setting at about a 12’
height, without shadowing or glare from the skylights when customers look up.

Getting Used To the Controls
At first, working with a lighting system on photocontrols can be a bit puz-

zling to a building occupant. One new store manager figured that only the
lights directly under a skylight would go off. Then he realized that the lights
were controlled on a checkerboard pattern, independent of their proximity to a
skylight. That took a little getting used to. Then he realized that he couldn’t tell
which lights had burned out during the daytime when store lights were
switched off by the photocontrols. He assumed he had to wait until dark to be
sure that a lamp needed to be replaced, until the contractor explained how to
override the controls. Fortunately, these kinds of confusions, typical of any
automated control system, are quickly overcome with a little information.

Given his experience of installing sky-

lights in over 80 stores, the corpo-

rate energy manager has observed

that he tends to see about two per-

cent of the skylights leak briefly

within the first six months of instal-

lation. He considers this a small, and

very manageable, problem. “We have

good specs that get the contractor

back in here to fix them immediately.

End of problem. Period. I have lots of

bigger problems during the shake-

out period for any big store.”

The manager at the Brea store con-

firmed that he’d had no problems

with the skylights. He has found the

skylights to be a no-maintenance fea-

ture, and even to be self-cleaning, as

dust and dirt tends to wash off easily

with the rain. “My biggest concern

with the roof is the number of golf

balls that accumulate from the neigh-

boring golf course,”  he laughs.


