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9 Lighting, Sound, AV

1  Key Principles
Lighting, sound and audio-visual equipment uses energy, even when 
on standby. Some equipment also generates heat, requiring cooling 
from air conditioning systems.

Manufacturing technical equipment uses scarce materials and 
minerals. Maintenance and disposal also have an impact. 

Deliveries affect a show’s sustainability, too, as do ancillary products 
like gaffer tape and gels. 

Technical theatre is a relative success story for sustainability. New 
technologies use less energy. Equipment is modular, and is often 
kept on site or hired, meaning easy reuse. That provides a strong 
foundation for further progress, by looking at the impact of technical 
theatre both in design, in use, and over its full lifespan.

2  Design 
Designers can start reducing energy by minimising equipment and 
considering natural acoustics and lighting – where possible – to 
reduce energy need.

Next, sustainability means using available technical equipment, and 
sharing it with other shows. Bespoke systems require more resource, 
and often more energy too. If possible, use in-house lighting and 
systems, rigs from other productions in the venue, or equipment 
readily available at hire companies. Modular and standard designs 
are easier for others to reuse.

It helps to think flexibly. For example, question whether available 
lighting gels will do the job, rather than ordering new.

3  Communications and Planning
Working sustainably needs lighting, sound and AV designers to 
integrate their thinking at the earliest stages of a show’s conception. 
Producers must set up the necessary meetings, provide information 
so designers know what’s available locally, and connect them with 
other teams to share thinking and equipment. 

For example, a single set-up (once common in rep) might be 
configured to suit a sequence of different shows, saving deliveries, 
resource – and cost.

4  In Use
Switch-on and off routines can minimise energy use. For lighting, this 
might include switching off discharge lighting between the end of the 
reset or rig check and the half hour call before the show starts, and 
between matinee and evening performances; and turning off dimmer 
racks, PSUs, drivers and other tech overnight.

It may also be possible to reduce energy use (an example for lighting 
design would be lower wattage lamps).

Tools for technical fit-up can also help sustainability. Cable ties and 
PVC tapes can be replaced, in many conditions, with cloth ties, snap 
fasteners and clamps. 

Ancillaries like lighting gels can be used for as long as possible and 
stored for reuse, rather than being thrown away. For long-term 
installations, dichroic filters may be a better option.

5  Equipment
Lighting, Sound and AV are most sustainable where efficient 
equipment is reused repeatedly across its lifespan. 

Equipment and AV systems should be carefully looked after, repaired 
frequently to maintain energy efficiency, and refurbished (where 
possible) rather than thrown away. They should be replaced by new 
only when they have reached the end of their life. Don’t ask for new 
or upgraded equipment unless shows really need it.

Lighting and AV teams can extend equipment lifespans with careful 
handling and more frequent maintenance. Maintenance training is 
often available for complex units. 

Repair equipment rather than replacing it. At end of life, make sure 
it’s disposed of safely.  Equipment no longer needed may still be 
useful to others. Think how it can be reused, donated, repurposed, 
recycled or stored. This includes bespoke lights and equipment, 
screens, stage lighting gels, and practicals. 

WEEE recycling schemes can ensure safe disposal.

6  Deliveries
If there isn’t adequate equipment in-house, next best is to rent or 
order in bulk from a single supplier, combining forces across 
departments if possible.

Avoid multiple deliveries of ancillary products or spares. Instead, plan 
ahead, communicating with other departments and productions to 
streamline deliveries. When hiring, try and ensure enough spares are 
included to cover the full run. Use of low carbon transport methods 
for deliveries – such as electric vehicles and rail transport – will also 
help reduce transport emissions. 

Go to the Toolkit for more details on working sustainably.

7  Digital
Unfortunately, digital work is not zero-carbon. It causes substantial 
carbon emissions in manufacturing, powering and cooling computers 
and data centres. Active digital management is needed to minimise 
your digital footprint.

The biggest impact is in storage of digital content. Keeping multiple 
copies of large documents increases digital storage exponentially. 
While editing digital content, it’s not uncommon to save copies as the 
edit progresses. Saved copies – each as big as the final version – can 
stay on the server, or in the cloud, for years. The same applies to high-
res photographic images, and audio files.

Initiate a project to review current storage and discard unneeded 
files. Establish clear guidance for everyone in reducing digital storage 
to a minimum.

Receiving Venues
In many receiving venues, each show has its own technical set-
up, requiring transport and set-up, often to create similar rigs. 

• Collaboration between productions can share rigs and 
systems. Explore whether flexible supplier and hirer 
contracts could allow transfer of rentals between teams. 

• Venues can hire and sublet equipment, or require 
incoming productions to use local hirers or green 
transportation.

• Venues can help productions develop shared guidance 
on use of standard systems and equipment.
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