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The Terms 
 

If one searches for  “Smart Cities”  in a Google browser, within a little more than half a second 
(.53 for me) one might get over 32 million hits. Some of the sites will be selling products for smart cities, 
others will explain, to varying degrees the definition of a “smart city.” So what are smart cities?   

 
An unabridged definition of a smart city would be the following from Technopedia: “a city that 

incorporates information and communication technologies (ICT) to enhance the quality and 
performance of urban services such as energy, transportation and utilities in order to reduce resource 
consumption, wastage and overall costs.”1 Anthony Townsend has a more concise definition. They are 
“places where information technology is wielded to address problems old and new.”2  

 

Going Places with Smart Cities 
 

Solving real world problems with technology is incredibly popular. In fact, we have been solving 
problems with tools for millennia. Now there are entire conferences devoted to the use of technology to 
improve our cities. Recently over 25,000 attendees visited the 2019 Smart City Expo World Congress in 
Barcelona where more than 1,000 exhibitors from all over the planet hawked their products and 
services. This convergance of people with these shared interests is bound to spur new innovations and 
collaborations that impact cities.  

An entiry economy is emerging around smart city technology. Price Waterhouse Coopers 
predicts that the Smart Cities market will swell to “1.7 trillion dollars” within the next two decades.3 This 
market will include an estimated 24 billion devices connected to the internet as part of the “Internet of 
Things” or IOT which will serve an estimated 8 billion residents on the planet.4 

 
The technology utilized in Smart Cities must be highly efficient, swift in its response time, and 

perform within the framework of the resulting deluge of information. Smart Cities are heavy users of 
sensors that observe environments, scan irregularities in populations, collect data points, and record 
information that is analyzed to improve the services offered to the public. The data collection is 
performed initially with Artificial Intelligence (AI) but humans will provide essential oversight.  

 
1 “What Is a Smart City? - Definition from Techopedia.” Techopedia.com. Accessed January 31, 2020. 

https://www.techopedia.com/definition/31494/smart-city 

2 Townsend, Anthony M. Smart Cities: Big Data, Civic Hackers, and the Quest for a New Utopia. New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, 2014. 

3 PricewaterhouseCoopers. “Smart Cities: Five Smart Steps to Cybersecurity.” PwC. Accessed January 31, 2020. 

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/consulting/cybersecurity/library/broader-perspectives/smart-cities.html. 

4 The Internet of Things most commonly refers to the connection of everyday devices to the Internet. That can 

include everything from smartphones to a Coke machine. “The Little-Known Story of the First IoT Device.” IBM 

Industries, June 13, 2019. https://www.ibm.com/blogs/industries/little-known-story-first-iot-device/. 

https://www.techopedia.com/definition/31494/smart-city


Potential impacts for Urban Cities:  Sustainability, Data, and ROI 
 

Managed properly , Smart Cities can help save lives during emergencies, provide convalescents with 
more options in their health care, assist in closing the “digital divide” between the rich and poor, deliver 
essential services for the homeless, and help encourage less pollution. At their worst, these hyper-
connected cities could feel invasive, restrictive and lead to potential disasters of their own making. The 
applications of smart technology are endless. In this paper I will addressthree that are imminent and 
tangible to cities. 

Sustainable Development 
In 2018, the United Nations predicted that over 68% of the world’s population will live in cities by 2050.5  
According to the Smart City Council, cities currently account for 1% of the world’s land usage, 55% of the 
world’s population, 75% of the world’s land use, and 80% of the world’s emissions.6 

Despite the reputation of cities being noisy, overcrowded, and polluted, this migration is forecasted to 
be good news. The UN spotlighted this in October 2019 for their “World Cities Day”: “Over half of the 
world’s population now live in cities, with numbers expected to double by 2050, but while urbanization 
poses serious challenges, cities can also be powerhouses for sustainable development.” 

The UN has been focused on sustainable development. The term “sustainable development” means 
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” This general definition came out of the 1987 Brundtland Report 
and is still part of the United Nations “blueprint” today.7 

In 2015, the UN proposed 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to achieve by 2030.8 However SDG 

11’s specific is purpose is to “(m)ake cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 

sustainable.” These improvements to cities leads to changes like eliminating slums and improving the 

lives of former slum dwellers, improving air quality, and lessening traffic congestion. 

Some examples of solutions to actively meet these goals in a “smart” urban environment could come 

from: 

1) Government-provided “smart homes” with centralized control and oversight over the internal 

environment to reduce the use of carbon producing HVAC units. 

2) Apps and sensors set up to detect when trash or recycle bins are full, resulting in fewer “roll-

outs” by sanitation vehicles. 

3) The prevalence of “clean” public transportation options such as electric buses or autonomous 

vehicles that continue to give feedback on how to improve their routes. 

4) The re-design of the cities altogether to encourage walking and cycling. Cars could even be 

banned in more city centers. 

 
5 Griffiths, James. “Two-Thirds of World Population Will Live in Cities by 2050: UN Report.” CNN. Cable News 

Network, October 15, 2018. https://www.cnn.com/2018/05/16/world/world-population-cities-un-intl/index.html. 

6 “Smart Cities Council: Teaming to Build the Cities of the Future.” Smart Cities Council | Teaming to build the 

cities of the future. Accessed January 31, 2020. https://smartcitiescouncil.com/. 

7 Cassen, R. H. “Our Common Future: Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development.” 

International Affairs 64, no. 1 (1987): 126–26. https://doi.org/10.2307/2621529. 

8 “Dear World Leaders, We're Watching You.” GLOBAL GOALS WATCH 2020. Accessed January 31, 2020. 

https://watch.globalgoals.org/. 

https://www.cnn.com/2018/05/16/world/world-population-cities-un-intl/index.html
https://smartcitiescouncil.com/
https://doi.org/10.2307/2621529
https://watch.globalgoals.org/


Open Gold 
Data is an extremely valuable commodity. It is considered in some circles to be the new oil. Data 
advances the world and expands company fortunes (i.e. Google, Facebook, Amazon).9 It can come in 
various forms: purchasing habits, entertainment preferences, even political opinions. However, there 
are other forms of data that are easily overlooked: paper maps, spreadsheets, research in obsolete 
formats, and hard copies. Some of the old data is nearly worthless at this point, unless a city invests in 
sorting through and updating and digitizing old data. They could establish baselines for imminent and 
future analysis to assist their residents. This leads to another valuable commodity for cities: Open Data. 

“Open Data,” or data that is free to use by the general public (or approved vendors), is one of the pillars 
of a Smart City. Many cities have spent years keeping prying eyes from viewing databases that could 
contain, among other things, “PII” or “Personal Identifiable Information” (some easy examples are Social 
Security Numbers, Bank Routing Numbers, full names and dates of birth). However those same 
databases can be stripped or “anonymized” in such a way that a real person is unidentifiable, but the 
data can still be of use for developing new products, doing analysis, or even building databases that 
serve the community’s interests (market research perhaps). 

According to Alan Shark, “unstructured data that is not necessarily associated with any specific 
individual also can be useful in better understanding the overall habits and usage of city services.”10 This 
will not always become a monetary windfall for the cities, but it would still encourage entrepreneurship 
and creative uses of the data for the public’s benefit.  

Implementation can be a Return on Investment (ROI) 
Cities are already limited in their resources. However, investing in smart city technologies can have a 

significant ROI. 

In their 2019 presentation titled “Building Hyperconnected Cities,” ESI ThoughtLab presented research 

on investments and the results of the “Top 100 Smart Cities.” These cities focused on investing their 

largest amounts of capital in Infrastructure (64%), Payment and Financial Systems (56%), and Mobility 

and Transportation (49%). The higher returns were from E-governance (when residents use the internet 

to access government services), Public Health, and Waste Collection & Environment.11  

Every city is different and needs different applications of Smart City technology. City governments, when 

looking to implement Smart City projects, need to be very reflective on their investments. Residents, in 

most cases, can influence this by giving candid feedback of their needs and the needs that they observe 

in their neighborhoods. 

Some, Almost, Final Thoughts 
 

This article discussed what Smart Cities are, along with some of their components, and it reviewed some 
of the potential impacts that they could have on real cities, but one more thing remains to be 

 
9 “The World's Most Valuable Resource Is No Longer Oil, but Data.” The Economist. The Economist Newspaper. 

Accessed January 31, 2020. https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/05/06/the-worlds-most-valuable-resource-is-

no-longer-oil-but-data. 
10 Shark, Alan R., Sylviane Toporkoff, and Lévy Sébastian. Smarter Cities for a Bright Sustainable Future: a Global 

Perspective. Washington, D.C.: Public Technology Institute, 2014. 

11 “Building a Hyperconnected City.” ESI, n.d. https://ideas.stantec.com/smart-cities/smart-cities-research-building-

a-hyperconnected-city. 

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/05/06/the-worlds-most-valuable-resource-is-no-longer-oil-but-data
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/05/06/the-worlds-most-valuable-resource-is-no-longer-oil-but-data


mentioned. How does a human being living in the reality of smart cities become more engaged and help 
shape the future rather than just react to it?  

How to Live in the New World of Smart Cities 
The world of Smart Cities will affect everyone as it is implemented. People can either fight it, ignore it, 

or guide its development and growth. How can one do that? Here are three suggestions:  

1) Pay attention : Large companies get the most attention, but governments, academic 

organizations, and small entrepreneurs are hard at work developing projects that involve Smart 

Cities. The Smart Cities Council is a great resource focusing on projects, grants, and even 

guidelines for Smart City projects. It is a worldwide movement. 

2) Get Involved: Whenever data is being discussed in public (either at the government level or on 

the news), join the conversation. This is not the exclusive realm of academia and governments; 

this is the place for concerned citizens to educate themselves. Press for your local, state, and 

federal authorities to protect the publics’ PII.  

3) Don’t Panic: This is not just good advice from the science fiction writer, Douglas Adams; this 

applies  to Smart Cities. Technology has been allowed more and more into our lives not only in 

public but also in private. At this point, most of the public can have immense input towards the 

level of intrusion that “Smart” technologies potentially have.  

Smart Cities are coming. With this reality comes great accountability for us in the present. Whatever 

influence we have should be utilized and not abdicated to future generations (remember the 

definition of “sustainability”?). The potential for good is endless, though mistakes will be made 

along the way. However, the outcome depends on us and how we handle this valuable opportunity 

to impact our world for the better. The best resource in any Smart city is its “Smart” residents who 

are engaged in shaping the outcomes. 

 

 

 

https://smartcitiescouncil.com/
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