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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Urban areas are undergoing a 
transformation from industrial 
centers to smart cities. Although 

various definitions of smart cities exist – some 
focus on futuristic applications, others on 
integrated systems that lead to a smarter use 
of resources – common elements include the 
use of information technology and broadband 
to promote innovations that result in more 
sustainable, economically competitive and 
livable cities. In addition to the technology 
components, human and social concerns are 
important elements of the dialogue. 

In the long history of human settlements, 
the smart city is a relatively new phenomenon. 
It raises a novel set of issues that city planners, 
engineers and public officials must address. 
Municipal leaders are just beginning to engage 
in policy discussions regarding the implications 
of these new technologies. The American 
Planning Association (APA), a professional 
organization for city planners that has more 
than 30,000 members nationwide, is at the 
forefront of this dialogue. 

APA recognizes that professional planners 
are uniquely qualified to provide leadership 
in defining, analyzing and debating the issues 
of sustainability, inclusion and integration of 
place-based strategies in the broader discussion 
of smart cities. To facilitate this discussion, the 
APA created a Smart Cities and Sustainability 
Task Force whose mission is to “address 
advances in technology and innovation to 

cultivate cities which are smarter, more resilient 
and sustainable.” 

SMART-CITY COMPONENTS 
The first generation of smart-city technologies, 
just recently adopted, represents a wide range of 
applications. Innovations are being introduced 
at a dizzying pace. A sampling of these 
applications includes

• smart devices and sensors embedded in 
roadways, power grids, buildings and other 
assets to provide data that can be used to 
design more efficient and integrated urban 
systems

• smart communications systems that use 
wired and wireless technologies for real-
time monitoring of utilities, buildings 
and infrastructure systems and for remote 
operations that automatically adjust systems 
to environmental factors 
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• smart software to create valuable 
information for researchers 
and provide digitally enhanced 
services to empower and engage 
communities. 

As a framework for discussion and 
research about the multifaceted concept 
of the smart city, the APA Task Force 
identified five components of the smart-
city movement. 

Infrastructure Implementing smart-
city technologies requires a robust, 
reliable, affordable broadband 
network. Broadband infrastructure 
components include fiber optic 
cables, wireless networks, sensors, 
data centers, gigapops (network 
access points that support data 
transfer rates of at least 1 Gbps) 
and other facilities. Cities need to 
assess the capacity of their networks 
and work with private and public 
partners to proactively ensure that 
their broadband infrastructures are 
adequate to meet current and future 
needs. 

Big Data applications Data collected 
by governments, private companies 
and others is a key component 
of planning. Big Data refers to 
extremely large data sets collected 
in real time by public agencies or 
private corporations. City planning 
applications of Big Data include

• visualizing citizen reports of 
issues and city services requests

• modeling transportation and 
water systems 

• analyzing urban impacts on 
ecosystems 

• predicting commuter behavior 
and crime patterns 

• engaging citizens in public 
decisions through social media, 
crowdsourcing and other 
technologies. 

Although these applications 
have great potential to improve city 
services, cities must grapple with 
such issues as privacy, cybersecurity, 
model reliability, government 
accountability and priorities for 
technology investments as they 
adopt these new technologies.

Sustainability, resiliency and 
energy A sustainable planet 
requires urban systems that are 
compatible with natural systems. 
This demands innovative solutions to 
designing infrastructure, managing 
waste and monitoring natural 
resources. 

Cities are already starting to 
adopt new approaches, such as smart 
grids, telemetry and intelligent 
transportation systems, that often 
rely on broadband networks. 
Increasingly, broadband technology 
will underlie city plans that are 
designed to mitigate urban impacts 
on the environment. As broadband 
technology becomes more integrated 
into the fabric of urban areas, 
planners must unlock its potential 
for sustainable applications. 

Equity and the digital divide As 
communities increase their reliance 
on new technologies, municipal 
officials must make certain that 
groups with different incomes, 
different ages and different 
cultural backgrounds have the 
same opportunities to access these 
technologies. Broadband must 
be available and affordable for 
all households, and people must 
have the skills to adopt and use 
smart-city applications. Broadband 
access across neighboring states, 
jurisdictions and school districts 
must also be equitable.

Planners’ roles Planners are in a 
position to advocate for broadband 
as a critical infrastructure. They 
have the skills to conduct visioning 
processes, communicate with public 

officials and identify collaborative 
strategies. The APA recommends, 
“Planners will need to become 
aware of the importance of planning 
for broadband infrastructure. In 
order to incorporate broadband 
strategies into local plans, they 
need familiarity with how 
various technologies operate. 
Understanding broadband 
applications is essential to working 
with telecommunications experts 
that are designing wireless, fiber and 
cable networks.” 

BROADBAND COMMUNITIES 
AND SMART CITIES 
On September 16, 2014, at the 
BroadBand Communities economic 
development conference, the APA 
Smart City Task Force sponsored a 
breakfast forum to gather input from 
the broadband community about the 
potential for smart-city technologies and 
the obstacles to adopting them. This 
interactive forum asked three questions: 

1 Which additional topics related to 
smart cities should the task force 
consider?

2 What are the most significant 
challenges to adopting smart-city 
technologies?

3 Which smart-city innovations and 
methods are you aware of in your 
community, and which of them 
could other communities adopt?

The discussion centered on the 
challenge of getting city departments 
and public agencies to work outside 
their normal silos and develop a 
cooperative approach to instituting 
smart-city technologies. Participants 
noted that more benefits will accrue 

Wired and wireless communications systems, 
smart sensors and analytical software are all 
necessary for smart-city applications. Together, 
these components can support systems that 
adjust to environmental factors. 
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when smart-city technologies are 
instituted through partnerships 
and collaborations that increase the 
ability to pool resources and avoid 
duplication of effort. Finding cost 
efficiencies through joint initiatives can 
be an important strategy to address 
the concerns raised about funding 
investments in smart-city technologies. 

Other attendees at the breakfast 
forum remarked on the need to 
overcome public mistrust of government 
use of smart technologies and on the 

lack of technical skills to deploy and 
operate smart systems. Not surprisingly, 
several people brought up the lack of 
adequate broadband infrastructure to 
support technologies. As one individual 
commented, “You can’t have smart 
cities with dumb infrastructure.”

NEXT STEPS
The APA Task Force is conducting a 
survey of its members to collect more 
information about smart-city practices 
and will present the findings at the 

APA national conference in the spring 
and at the BroadBand Communities 
Summit in April. This will be a start 
of an ongoing dialogue to share best 
practices, research and innovations. 

This dialogue should include the 
broadband community. The APA Smart 
City Task Force is compiling a list 
of interested parties who would like 
updates on the smart-city initiatives, 
including opportunities to participate 
in webinars and other forums. If you 
are interested in being added to this 
list, please send an email to me at 
kate@appcom.net. v

Kathleen McMahon is a founding 
partner of Applied Communications, 
a Montana-based consulting firm that 
provides land-use planning, broadband 
planning and strategic planning for towns 
and community organizations. You can 
contact her at kate@appcom.net.

“You can’t have smart cities with dumb 
infrastructure. “

– Participant at the Smart City Task Force forum,  
BroadBand Communities economic development conference, 

September 2014 
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