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Some see the origin of the smart city in Houston, where the first au-
tomatic traffic lights were introduced in 1922. But more recently, the 
term has found a multitude of enthusiasts, in cities like Dubai, Tokyo, 
and Barcelona, who have embraced technology-based solutions to ad-
dress issues of transport, government services, health, and education. 

Cities have become vastly more sophisticated since the revolution-
ary introduction of something as mundane as traffic lights. It is in this 
context we therefore ask, what makes a city smart, and what does that 
mean for the citizens that call these cities home? 

INGREDIENTS FOR A SMART CITY
The world’s first bona fide smart city is Songdo International Business 
District (Sogondo IBD) just outside of Seoul. Built from the ground 
up on 600ha of reclaimed land near the harbor of Incheon, with the 
bill for smart cities technologies standing at USD35 billion, it is one 
of the largest private developments in history. The Songdo IBD was 
part of former President Lee Myung-bak's effort to promote green 
and low-carbon growth as an avenue for future development after 60 
years of reliance on export-oriented manufacturing, and it is a city built 
with a purpose. 

In Songdo IBD, Cisco was recruited to help install sensors and 
embed them across the city’s streets. Other solutions include a pneu-
matic waste disposal system, obviating the need for trash collection 
by automatically sucking refuse from kitchens and public trash-bins 
to an underground central processing facility where all the city’s swill 
is sorted, and a citywide network of sensors that monitors the city’s 
temperature, energy use, and traffic flow in order to alert passengers 
when their bus is due. Other sensors and built-in communication plat-
forms allow people to alert the authorities when a public service is not 
properly functioning.  

Many of Songdo IBD's smart city add-ons have the environment in 
mind. Charging stations for electric cars are a common feature, as is 
the water-recycling system that prevents clean drinking water from 
being used to flush office toilets. In the future, it is hoped that house-
hold waste will be converted into renewable energy. Smart cities aim 
to vastly improve the efficiency and public deliverability of five key sec-
tors: energy, water, waste management, transport, and telecoms. 

Requiem for the future
What makes a city smart, and what will living in a smart city mean for its savvy citizens? 

THE TERM “SMART 
CITY” HAS BECOME A 
CATCH-ALL TERM, A BUZZ 
WORD FOR INDIVIDUALS 
INSPIRED BY THE 
TERM'S BOUNDLESS 
PROMISE TO LEVERAGE 
TECHNOLOGY TO BOOST 
MOBILITY, SAVE COSTS, 
AND CREATE A MORE 
ENVIRONMENTALLY 
FRIENDLY AND 
RESPONSIVE CITY 
INFRASTRUCTURE. 

CIVIC-CENTERED 
But it is not just about providing a better, faster, cleaner public ser-
vice. Proponents expect that the digital monitoring of each service 
provision will also lead to rapid advances in user feedback from 
individuals to the requisite managerial authorities, be they public 
or corporate—thereby fostering a far more responsive network of 
service provision. This comes to the point of smart cities, to go be-
yond the transactional relationships between citizen and service 
provider. 

This happens through the creation of a modern digital database, or 
what is often refered to as big data. This database leads to the cre-
ation of an intelligent physical infrastructure akin to the Internet of 
Things (IoT), a lofty concept that refers to the potential connectivity 
of every object that has an on/off switch, be that a mobile phone, a 
coffee maker, or your car heating system, through the internet. 

Allowing these objects, of which there will be 26 billion globally 
by 2020, to communicate with one another is what constitutes the 
IoT. Between people-people, people-things, and things-things rela-
tionships, the IoT might allow your car to notify your boss that you 
are stuck in traffic and are running late for the meeting, your alarm 
clock to tell your coffeemaker to start brewing a pot, and the doctor 
that their patient’s pacemaker is in need of some new batteries. 

Most of us already live in networks of gargantuan electricity 
grids; making these “smart” means enabling users to meaningfully 
interact with the grid. One basic example of this are smart meters 
that show users when peak energy prices are, thus enabling them 
to save on energy costs by reducing consumption at peak times and 
increasing during off-peak. 

No state or company has a monopoly on innovation. New tech-
based solutions can happen anywhere in the world, by a startup 
or in a state university. The list of potential smart city innovations 
is long. The prospect of thousands of embedded sensors, driver-
less cars, smart grids, water-management overhauls, mass digital 
participation services, and motion-sensitive street lights has many 
looking to the cost of implementation, and balancing that against 
the prospects of trimming waste and maximizing underutilized re-
sources.

smart objects expected 
to be in use around the 
world by 2020

THE WORLD’S  
POPULATION IN BILLIONS 
(2000-2050)
SOURCE: UN POPULATION DIVISION

2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

7

6

5

4

3

2

26 billion

URBAN RURAL



TBY SPECIAL REPORT 2017 3SmartCities

WORKING TOGETHER 
One sector that faces a revolution in terms of usage is the private au-
tomobile. The average car sits idle for 96% of its existence, therefore 
it makes legions of sense to create or enhance car-sharing schemes. 
While several successful models already exist such as Zip-Car for 
hourly rentals in the US and Blablacar for international carpooling in 
Europe, their efficiency can be vastly improved by the internet and 
digital technologies. 

Dubbed the “collaborative economy,” schemes such as these hold 
as much promise as any other “smart” proposals. The trick with the 
collaborative economy will be getting people to trust one another 
more than they otherwise might. For smart cities, smart grids, and the 
smart allocation of resources to impact the urban living experience 

it will require more than a series of brilliant top-down policies; it will 
also require a reconfiguration of the urban mind. 

The smart city offers an extremely interesting case study for polit-
ical scientists, sociologists, anthropologists, and criminologists. At its 
heart is a struggle over the role and fate of the individual in society, 
and the extent to which his or her life can be made not only easier 
and more efficient through technology, but more independent, auton-
omous, and still civically committed. 

Smart city ambitions provide opportunities for companies like Cis-
co, which has been a traditional provider of cloud and IT infrastructure 
to cities across the world. But, the competitive landscape is changing 
rapidly, with telecom companies like Huawei increasingly present and 

infrastructure providers like GE entering the space as well. But, as 
many are increasingly recognizing startups, tech-savvy engineer-en-
trepreneurs are bringing smart solutions to the table faster than you 
can say “optimizing efficiency”. ✖

We looked at the savings the government 
had made through Smart Dubai across four 
areas: software, hardware procurement, 
implementation costs and ongoing 
operational support, and improvement costs, 
including consulting and professional services. 
Approximately AED1.2 billion was saved in 
the government shared services area: namely 
300% savings on a spend of AED384 million. 
In smart services we also achieved 270% in 
savings, or AED443 million. We saved roughly 
AED4.60 per AED1 that we spent.

HE Wessam Lootah
CEO, Smart Dubai Government 

trillion by 2020

The smart cities 
market is expected to 

be worth over

USD1

70%
of global carbon 

dioxide emissions are 
generated in cities

SEE.SENSE TRANSPORT  
Northern Ireland

One company that epitomizes the noblest ambitions of smart 
city initiatives is See.Sense, a technology company based in 
Northern Ireland. It has developed a cycle light that not only 
keeps cyclists safe on the road, but also features sensors that 
collect high-quality data about crashes, near misses, road ser-
vices, and light levels. The user data is then shared with city 
planers, who can then use it to identify areas where there is a 
high frequency of near-miss events and crashes. This data then 
helps city planners make targeted investments in cycling infra-
structure, for example identifying potholes before they are fully 
formed and hazardous.  

MICROCLINIC TECHNOLOGIES HEALTH  
Kenya 

In Kenya the lack of access to medicine is often a symptom 
of poor logistics and communication infrastructure. Micro-
Clinic Technologies, a Nairobi-based startup, has developed 
ZiDi, a health record management application that automates 
the patient process and provides real-time tracking of med-
ical inventories. ZiDi is able to monitor service utilization and 
consumption of vaccines and other drugs and accurately fore-
cast the needs of over 5,000 health facilities in Kenya. It is 
the only e-health solution approved by the Kenya Ministry of 
Health and endorsed by the Kenya Medical Supply Authority  
(KEMSA), Microsoft, the World Bank, and Yahsat.

Buildings and 
facilities are 
responsible for  

60% 
of global electricity 
consumption,  

12% 
of water,  

40%  
of waste, and  

40%   
of the consumption of 
material resources
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