
The ‘new kid on the block’ that can provide the required data 
richness for smart building applications is the MQTT protocol. 

MQTT also has two further benefits: it delivers its data in 
web-like structures that software engineers can 
most efficiently manipulate, and it can publish events 
immediately anything happens. This is contrast to most 
other protocols where the recipient needs to keep 
‘polling’ – repeatedly asking if anything has changed. 

In an MQTT deployment, other building systems 
‘subscribe’ to these publications, which means that they receive 
notifications via MQTT of all information in which 
they are interested, immediately it is published. 

Again, your existing lighting control system may likely contain 
all the information you would like to extract via MQTT, and it is 
well worth finding out whether an MQTT interface is available 
for it. 

MQTT: 
‘NEW KID ON 
THE  BLOCK’



If your existing lighting control system can provide the 
smart building information you want via MQTT, the last 
thing to check is how close to real time the publication of 
events will be. This is particularly important for the large 
systems that are typical of smart building deployments.

Lighting control technologies vary dramatically in 
whether then can deliver real time data across a large 
installation. At one extreme there are systems in which 
the state of controls is ‘fully distributed’, which means 
that no single device knows the status of each light or 
sensor. Extracting real time data via MQTT may be 
well-nigh impossible. A number, but not all, of 
wireless control protocols fall into this category.

Then there are systems designed around Lighting 
Control Modules, which know the status of the lights 
they control and the sensors that feed them. The 
question for these systems is whether the network 
infrastructure that links them has the capacity to 
deliver this information in real time to an MQTT 
‘pairing point’ where it can be exported for use as smart 
building data. Systems vary significantly – some have a ‘push’ 
architecture in which events are delivered to a 
pairing point immediately they occur, while others provide 
access to the data only for ‘Head End’ use, so that a 
building manager can look at the status of one individual 
device at a time: in this case real 
time bulk data export is unlikely.

So, when considering an MQTT interface for smart 
building deployment, check both the richness of 
the data available and the real time performance. 

Preferably ask for a demonstration in a live building 
and see if the data gushes out or trickles. If you are 
working on a new build with new control systems, you 
should check out the available data richness and real 
time performance that you will get just as carefully.

For any smart building deployment, a key issue to 
consider early on is ‘asset tagging’. If multiple 
systems are to share rich data about assets in the 
building, they must agree on a name or tag for each asset. 
Each control system will typically have its own ‘address’ 
for each asset it controls, but this address will mean 
nothing to other systems. For a brand-new building that 
is being constructed as a smart building, the assignment 
of asset tags to assets should be part of the initial BIM 
process and should be propagated from the BIM system 
to all the other systems before they are commissioned. 
In the case of a lighting control system, which may 
be controlling 50,000 lights, it is important that the 
propagation is automated – nobody wants to retype 
50,000 asset tags, nor could they do so without errors. 

“Some systems have predefined naming structures that 
can’t be changed, but most clients want the naming 
convention to be specific to them, so that they 
have all the assets named in the way they want. 
So it’s worth checking that the system you are 
looking at can work with different naming conventions,” 
explains Simmtronic Sales Director, Mario Costanzo.

If smart building technology is to be fitted to an 
existing building, another way must be found to create 
and propagate these asset tags. Clearly, for a lighting 
control system controlling 50,000 lights, this also needs 
to be automated. Some lighting control systems can 
assign asset tags automatically in regular patterns for 
an existing building; once again it is well worth finding 
out whether the system you have can do this. MQTT then 
provides an important link in the chain – the rich data 
published by the lighting control system can include the 
floor name, coordinates, device description and asset 
tag for each device. This means that any systems that 
subscribe to this information can then use it to build up 
an equivalent database description of the lighting assets.


