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ABSTRACT
Governments, developers and big-tech companies
have become enamoured with the possibility of the
smart city: an efficient, convenient (and profitable)
“smart” metropolis to help accommodate and
optimize rapid urban growth. While it is tempting
to wash renders of future cities with the typical
smart city visions of drones, segways, and shiny
reflective glass towers—the reality is that good
(smart] cities incorporate a bottom-up messiness
and urban vitality which is fundamental to the
overall thriving of the city.

In Hassell's competition winning scheme for
the Xingiao District in Shenzhen—the design
team explored the ideas that a smart and
innovative city that first and foremost uphold—
a place which fosters inclusivity, diversity,
collaboration, and resilience. Now through times
of ongoing uncertainty in the COVID-19 era,
Hassell's design team expects an even greater
adoption of smart cities rhetoric as a form of
necessary urban surveillance and to manage and
support communities and the containment of the
COVID-19—building urban resilience against big
disaster events, enabling adaptive environments
that can re-calibrate, reorganize, and evolve in
real-time as needed. Can urban designers go
beyond resilience to imagine cities which thrive
and grow out of disaster events?

KEYWORDS
Smart City; Decentralization; Adaptability;
Resilience; Inclusivity; Diversity
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Digital app integration
in community
participation and
resilience planning.
The mobile device has
become the extension
of the individual,
capturing a multitude
of unique and highly

personal datasets. Its
place in the everyday
lives has been seamless
and invisible, could it be
the ultimate extension
of the smart city?
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1 Identifying the Challenge

The concept of the “Smart City” has been increasingly embraced
as society navigates further through the ongoing uncertainty
initiated by the COVID-19 pandemic. It is the idea of an urban
future in which sensors, cameras, and networked smart phones
facilitate unprecedented efficiency to track people and the
environment. In China, this smart city model for development
is being earmarked as a key to spur urban development through
the coming years of expected global economic downturn."!

Already more than 500 smart cities are being built across
China—with governments, developers, and big-tech companies
enthusiastically scrambling to establish the cities at the front
of the race towards a “smart” future". They believe that it will
help them maintain a competitive edge and position that their
cities at the top of global rankings in terms of innovation and
liveability.

China is a nation still in the process of rapid development.
In addition to the ongoing process of rural to urban migration,
the economy is going through a shift from production-oriented
towards knowledge- and service-based. For us, working as
urban designers in China, it is particularly important to consider
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technologies, such as the Internet of Things, 5G cloud-based
networks, and autonomous vehicles and surveillance, and 6.
understand how they might influence or be translated into

Central Innovation
Corridor of Xingiao
Open Source City
Elevated Central

future urban developments (Fig. 1). It is hoped that soon there 5.

will be a proud reputation for products not just “Made in

China” but instead “Designed in China.” g
While embracing smart cities and new technologies as

Innovation Landscape
Corridor of Xingiao
fundamental and unavoidable aspects of future urbanism, Open Souree Ciy
people also need to maintain a degree of criticality. Similar to

the concepts of “Sustainable City” and green-washing that take

place in marketing images, it is tempting now to overlay the

project visions with numerous drones, segways, and towers

covered in LED screens. This vision of smartness is touted

as central to the branding and identity of the city. While it is

understandable that clients have an interest to use these images

to attract investment for urban developments, it begs the

question for urban designers shaping new urban projects: Should

urban designers facilitate the inclusion of these technologies as

intrinsic and visible elements to the environment? Do we instead

focus on the fundamental principles of what makes good cities

and societies—fostering inclusivity, diversity, collaboration, and

resilience? And to what degree should the smartness of cities be

invisible and be integrated into practices of urban design?

2 Global Benchmarking—Differentiated Attitudes towards
Smart Cities

2.1 Shenzhen—An Urban Laboratory
Often claimed to be the Silicon Valley of China, Shenzhen

11

VOLUME 8/ISSUE 5/ OCTOBER 2020

O~ © Hassell



7. “HREOIRE Weld
WANBIFHEX

7.  Start-ups and
Innovation Parks in
Xingiao Open Source
City

SR/ RRSIRE

is a hub of innovation and an ideal place for high-tech design
and manufacturing. Established in 1980 as China’s first Special
Economic Zone, Shenzhen’s innovation ecosystem has grown
organically (Fig. 2), with cutting-edge technology companies
emerging out of the “shanzhai” culture of copy-paste innovation
through imitation. While the likes of Apple and Google strictly
protect their IP, the early stages of Shenzhen’s tech emergence
were founded on an environment of proximity, density,
openness, and sharing. It was a place where you had everything
you needed to rapidly design, prototype, manufacture, sell, get
feedback, and recycle into a new innovative design. Over the last
few decades, the city has grown rapidly, outpacing the ability of
top-down planning to control its development.

Shenzhen is now home to many globally known technology
companies, including BYD, DJI, Huawei, and Tencent, which
hold large areas of land in the city where they house their
campuses and are essentially exploring new models for future
innovative cities. Meanwhile, these companies have become
attractors and incubators for start-ups and small-scale
innovators following to establish around them. They use the
city itself as a laboratory in which to implement and test their
technologies and products. These include camera and GPS
monitored traffic management systems, facial recognition, digital
health records, drone delivery and monitoring, 5G internet
infrastructure, and a myriad of others.

It is a place where there is widespread enthusiasm and
embracing of technology by both the government and the
general public. Technology is placed on an equal footing along
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with nature and people’s experience as key points of making

great cities and communities.

2.2 Toronto—Surveillance Capitalism

Meanwhile, in Toronto, Canada, the Google subsidiary
Sidewalk Labs had an ambitious plan for a smart neighborhood
which was recently cancelled. Part of the project’s vision was to
help make Toronto a global urban innovation hub through an
“internet first” community, in which the provision of networked
internet infrastructure would be a core provision alongside
the normal infrastructure required by a city including power,
water, telephone, and sewerage. The key point of difference for
the proposal from Sidewalk Labs was in the intent to use data
collected from the urban environment to improve the quality of
life for its citizens.

Similar to Shenzhen, the intention was to create a smooth
and integrated public transportation system and an urban
environment conducive to walking and cycling. At the same
time, transport in the city and the servicing of its stores,
restaurants, and business would also need to be as smart and
efficient as possible. Essentially, these are all the basic things you
can find in a good city—but with Sidewalk Labs, the collection
of data within the urban environment was planned to help
streamline and integrate the various moving parts of the city.

While it has been suggested that the cancellation of the
project is due to general economic uncertainty, the project
has faced significant scrutiny from the public around fears
about data security and potential for misuse'. Scholars such
as Shoshana Zuboff in her book The Age of Surveillance
Capitalism have developed strong arguments against the smart
city for this reason”’. In an urban environment enhanced to
facilitate maximum data harvesting, questions start to arise
about what happens when we lose control of our data, having a
lack of knowledge around how they are used to affect our own
decision-making processes. What happens when these data are
held in the hand of private companies who stand to know more

about us than we know ourselves?

3 Moving towards a Decentralized Smart City

Ultimately the “smartest” and most resilient cities will be the
ones that can willingly engage their citizens and include them
into a feedback loop to assess the city and adjust its services
and systems accordingly. These systems should be integrated
transparently into people’s everyday life through their smart
devices, rather than through overt displays of technology.

The ongoing pandemic has drawn attention for the need to



understand how populations engage with cities and how people
interact with others. The purpose of this information becomes
essential for the response to the current outbreaks of COVID-19,
and further this enables us to better understand how the city
should evolve to respond to future health and climate crises.

What arise are discussions around the extent of monitoring
that is acceptable and how much of the private data people
are willing to give up. In the COVID-19 cases, countries with
the most successful response so far are those that have enabled
early surveillance, testing, contact tracing, and strict quarantine
together with transparent and open communication to the
public.””! For instance, China’s employment of big data and
artificial intelligence have contributed to its successful response.
Real-time data was collected from people’s mobile phones
through payment history and social media posts. Effective
tracking was implemented to trace the movement of people who
had been in proximity to known cases and their subsequent
interactions.”!

Much of this success can be attributed to relevant authorities,
who have access to this information and then were able to react
and respond as needed in the public interest. In many ways, this
response has been facilitated by the existing data norms as well
as integrated technologies that already exist within China. Social
media platforms such as WeChat have an active monthly user
base of more than 1 billion people!, representing a significant
portion of the population. WeChat’s extensive integration into
almost every aspect of daily life has made it a digital extension
of the city contributing to more efficient delivery of city services
and functioning (Fig. 3).

In contrast, a contact tracing specific app developed by the
Australian government called COVIDSafe was downloaded
6.4 million times, representing 28 % of the total number of
Australians who own a smartphone. However, for digital contact
tracing to be effective, experts claim that it is necessary to have
an uptake of 60%."!

Users of popular apps in the West such as Spotify and
Instagram have been willingly providing personal information
for many years till now in exchange for services that they see
as valuable. However, there is an immediate distrust when the
government is involved as we have seen through apps such
as COVIDSafe. This is where apps such as WeChat become
powerful because of their incredible integration into all aspects
of life. It becomes a strong value proposition and enables people
to forego some of the trade-offs for the benefits such apps offer
to the overall quality of life. This is intrinsically connected to
many aspects of the smart city and the mechanisms which enable

it. However, what is interesting is how people see the intersection
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between private enterprises and government institutions beginning

to respond to the issue and how the population perceives this.

In Hassell’s competition winning scheme for “Xingiao Open
Source City” for Shenzhen, the design team explored the urban
opportunities contained by actively engaging the population
within an open framework that enable the configuration and
reconfiguration of a key part of the city. The proposal of this
scheme was for an innovative urban ecosystem that could emerge
if the open flow of information is applied to the design of cities,
allowing a co-created environment with an ingrained sense of
community authorship and ownership (Fig. 4). The design, a new
prototype for public space where architecture and landscape is
fused together, is focused on a series of multi-layered landscape

corridors which extend through the city (Fig. 5, 6). The urban public

realm becomes a space for constant and active testing, whereby

the surrounding tech businesses are encouraged to display and

reconfigure within a basic infrastructure provided by the landscape

corridor (Fig. 7).

By leveraging collaboration and competition amongst the
public and different business operations within the city, the
scheme builds on the opportunities for the future city where
the intersection of a decentralized community of entrepreneurs
and enterprises with the top-down governmental delivery of
infrastructure and overall governance. This city model contains
a built-in flow of information and ideas, and an inherent social
adaptability and resilience. In essence the true qualities to which

the notion of “smart” city aspires.
4 Moving Forward—Faster

This leads us to the core issue that this article explores:

identifying the currently existing barriers to create a decentralized

form of the smart, resilient, and innovative cities that designers
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Understanding the
public versus private
poles and the interface
challenges. The
traditional city faces an
information disconnect
between understanding
its citizen's lives and
providing the physical
and social environment
to support them.
Through a greater
understanding of its
people, how can the
“open-source city"
enable a more equitable
and responsive urban
environment?
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Real-time data and
embedded city systems.
The city's continual
evolution is expected as
it reconfigures itself to
meet future challenges,
both from its people and
the environment. These
changes occur over
different time periods.
By understanding the
people's needs in real-
time, the lifecycle

of the city can be

augmented to enable a
more resilient future.
Ultimately it could be
possible to feedback
projected future needs
back to the people

to provide a gradual
positive change.

SR/ RRSIRE

all strive for. We advocate for an open and rich exchange of
information to help accelerate sharing and collaboration which
are essential for good city development. Further to this we can
begin to look for the opportunities that designers can participate
in the conversation around how technology is used in the public
realm and help deliver solutions that are responsive to user
needs and to the general benefit of society (Fig. 8).

What is most interesting about this user-centered approach
to smart cities is that, it is much more dependent upon the
participation of individual engagement in these aspects of “smart”
rather than secondary systems of monitoring that is embedded
into cities. In the project of Xingiao Open Source City of
Shenzhen, the design team imagines and creates systems through
which the public themselves can contribute to the design of
their environment through more rapid and iterative open design
platforms (Fig. 9). This will help foster an “open-source city.”

In this model, technology would be invisible but integrated
throughout.

If taking these real-life examples, such as WeChat and
COVIDSafe, as a starting point, a key issue in these systems will
be how individual data collection and user preferences can be
used in an acceptable and transparent way to effectively inform
urban policy and infrastructure planning as part of the city’s
development. We are yet to see what will emerge in the post-
COVID-19 world regarding the integration and removal of
barriers between how our personal information gets collected
and used. Through the integration and broader acceptance of
data collection and use for public benefit as seen during the
management of the pandemic outbreak, we may start to see
greater adoption of smart city technology to help foster rapid
innovation and development.

Considering the timeframe involved in the continuous
evolution of the city, it is important to start planning now, to
look at the opportunities that an open data urbanism could

have for urban development. Enabling a more open-source
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approach and integration into the urban public realm of the city
will help find targeted investment opportunities and unlock new
opportunities for development and enhancement. Ultimately if
we are able to define a desired “future” resilient city, this can

be fed back through a distributed information system to make
those incremental steps at both an infrastructure level and an
individual level. The “smart city” will be more than a layer that
exists over the city surface to help manage its current needs and
operations. It should be embedded throughout and enable active
participation and invisible integration into the lives and actions
of all its users and as a consequence allow for a highly inclusive
and equal form of decision-making.

As Dutch-American sociologist Saskia Sassen notes, “What
we need instead is to urbanize technology and put it at the service
of users. The sociologist pushes for ‘horizontalizing the vertical, an
urban variant of WikiLeaks, and calls for open-source urbanism,
where the city is made from the bottom-up, at a ground level, and

from a myriad of little interventions.”"™ LAF
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