Building the smart city of the future
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Cities around the world are increasingly aiming to become “smart cities,” an ambitious vision that transcends isolated services to build an integrated urban ecosystem that leverages artificial intelligence (AI) and advanced technology. This evolution requires a robust IT infrastructure capable of not only managing traffic and water services but also enhancing administrative tasks and interdepartmental collaboration.
A critical hurdle in achieving this smart city vision is the need for funding and cooperation among different city departments. As highlighted by Anthony Sayers, the Edge IOT/IIOT Ambassador of EMEA Edge Computing at Lenovo, the integration of services often requires collaboration across domains that may not traditionally intersect. He stated, “If local governments want to improve its transport network, it might also need to look at power and internet connections to handle the new city infrastructure.” The challenge lies in adopting coherent infrastructure that facilitates meaningful data integration across various departments.
Dubai is currently at the forefront of smart city development, boasting over 130 smart projects and 1,000 smart services aimed at eliminating paperwork and streamlining government interactions. This initiative reflects a strategic intent to break down barriers between city departments and enhance service efficiency for both residents and visitors. A key aspect of Dubai's approach involves the incorporation of a generative AI assistant that will provide real-time assistance to citizens seeking government services.
Abu Dhabi also exemplifies the efficiency of smart technology with its use of Internet of Things (IoT) sensors in monitoring water storage levels across the city. This innovation replaces the previously manual inspections, allowing service teams to focus on more impactful tasks, such as maintaining water quality. The streamlined processes underscore a crucial point: embracing technology does not necessarily mean a reduction in jobs; rather, it optimises the workforce’s capacity to focus on complex challenges.
Concerns about the intrusive nature of surveillance technologies remain a significant aspect of smart city developments. Trust is crucial for the adoption of AI technologies. Government officials, according to a report by 451 Research, have pointed to public safety as a primary motivating factor behind implementing smart city technologies. For instance, Denmark's railway authorities have leveraged AI to enhance safety on station platforms by alerting staff when individuals are in precarious situations, such as on train tracks. This application illustrates how AI can contribute positively to public safety while maintaining privacy.
Smart cities are also characterised by their use of edge computing to process data where it is generated, converting everyday street furniture into data centres that monitor various metrics, from parking availability to air quality. A unified approach to infrastructure design, incorporating contemporary containerization techniques, allows multiple applications to operate efficiently within the same computing environment, greatly enhancing the city’s operational capabilities.
The pathway to effective smart cities hinges on a clear vision that prioritises enhancing the quality of life for residents, fostering safety, and maintaining a firm commitment to privacy. Crucially, this involves ensuring that city departments work in concert, facilitated by AI's ability to break down information silos and improve data sharing. Ultimately, a cohesive and properly planned technological infrastructure underpins successful smart city initiatives, enabling city leaders to deliver refined services and adapt to the evolving needs of urban environments.
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