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SMART CITIES:
Making data open to all is vital to managing mobility, say experts
>> FROM PAGE 1

“The City Brain initiative will
become an important urban infrastructure for cities of the future,
allowing city data to be processed
and analyzed in real time, and ultimately leading to more intelligent
distribution of public resources.”
A key factor in the success of smart
city initiatives is access to big data.
And big data is particularly useful in
traffic management.
City Brain has excelled at traffic
management. If an accident happens, road users and authorities are
alerted quickly and traffic ﬂows are
managed accordingly.
The City Brain system can predict
traffic flows 10 minutes ahead of
time with 90 percent accuracy. Since
its implementation in September
last year, traffic speed in the Hangzhou Xiaoshan district has increased
by 11 percent.
Through camera systems across
the city, Alibaba tracks road conditions in real time. Millions of servers clustered into a super computer
via Apsara, Alibaba’s large-scale
computing operating system, analyze data points and use proprietary
algorithms to manage traffic signals
to improve traffic.
Smart city initiatives are also
being used in other areas, such as
the mobile payment system on the
Shanghai-Hangzhou-Ningbo Highway. Operated through Alipay, it
speeds up toll payments for more
than 40,000 vehicles every day.
After the success of the Hangzhou
pilot, Alibaba is looking to take its
City Brain elsewhere in China and
the world. The system is also being
used in nearby Suzhou in Jiangsu
province to redesign bus routes and
encourage more people to use public
transport, said Wang.
Two such routes, redesigned by
the Suzhou City Brain, have seen passenger numbers increase by 10 and
17 percent.
The use of smart city applications
to take greater advantage of existing infrastructure could help drive
economic growth in China but also
in other countries across the region,
said Ben Simpfendorfer, founder of
consultancy ﬁrm Silk Road Associates.
This could prove particularly true
for countries working with Chinese
companies to develop smart city
infrastructure through the Belt and
Road Initiative, which aims to revitalize the ancient Silk Road trading
routes.
“A lot of the countries along the
Belt and Road are land and/or water
scarce. Smart city designs offer better traffic management, and techpowered management systems help
them make better use of limited
resources too,” Simpfendorfer said.
“Aside from the obvious beneﬁts

A bus arrives at an ‘intelligent’ solar bus station in Hangzhou, in East China’s Zhejiang province, on Aug 23. Hangzhou is on its way to becoming a smart city and the
station has functions such as photovoltaic power generation, electronic monitoring, LED lighting, cell phone charging and free Wi-Fi. IMAGINECHINA

of having a smart city, the Belt and
Road countries that do adopt the
design would also beneﬁt from the
price and performance balance that
China can offer.
“China is a world leader in Internet
of Things equipment. Constructing a
smart city like this would require a
lot of such supplies that they can
provide.” The Internet of Things is
the data exchange network that links
different appliances, devices and systems infrastructure.
“What the Belt and Road offers
for China is a window of opportunity to export their talent, products
and expertise to those that need it.
It’s a smart solution to development
gaps and a win-win situation for all,”
Simpfendorfer said.
Having the infrastructure is one
thing, but another is to facilitate
access to the data necessary to develop effective solutions.
Kay Axhausen, a professor at
the Institute of Transport Studies
at ETH Zurich, a science and technology university in Switzerland,
said that making data gained from
smart city infrastructure open to all
is a vital component in managing
mobility.
“Cities should make data available
so academics and researchers can
analyze it. You can’t manage what

you can’t measure,” he said.
Axhausen’s own studies on Singapore’s bus transport system provide
proof that data can help cities better
organize their mobility systems.
By using data from the Contactless
e-Purse Application (CEPAS, an electronic money smart card), Axhausen
was able to track and formulate a
line-splitting solution to help reduce
excess waiting time for a particular
bus route.
“The number of buses remains
the same, only the organization has
changed after this study and that
has cut down on excess waiting time.
Developing a smart mobility system
also involves making better use of
slots on existing infrastructure,” he
said.
But to make smart mobility a
reality across more cities, support
at the policymaking level is key, said
Axhausen.
“It’s important to have clear, highlevel policy goals and to implement
the supporting policies consistently,
rather than changing with each
administration,” he said.
Becky Loo, director of the Institute
of Transport Studies at the University of Hong Kong, agreed.
“A smart city is not just an objective description of natural processes
or stages of e-urbanization. They

must be goal speciﬁc,” Loo said.
She also believes that data on
progress is paramount to urban
development.
“It’s important to have data that
tracks progress so we can identify
areas of improvement, overcome
barriers and accelerate change in
a desired direction. That way, we
can make smart mobility a peopleoriented and place-based concept,”
she said.
Forms of transport have remained
largely the same throughout the last
few decades. But what Loo feels is
overlooked is a change in attitude
and behavior, especially among the
younger generation, that has given
rise to the phenomenon of ride sharing.
Loo’s own work on transport platforms showed a need for streamlining data. Her study on ride-sharing
apps in Hong Kong revealed about
40 such programs in 2012. But ﬁve
years later, the numbers of apps have
fallen to about 20.
“What this reveals is that we need
a platform for smart mobility or at
least a few that communicate with
each other like a network,” she said.
Once there is a shared platform,
it can make it easier for everyone
involved to have a hand in improving mobility.

Ulf Blanke, managing partner and
cofounder of mobile crowd management company Antavi, uses tech
platforms to help manage crowded
situations in urban areas.
At a few major events, they included a crowd-tracking function in the
apps speciﬁc to each gathering. The
data on crowd movement patterns
allowed organizers to see where
people congregated so they could
manage traffic and better plan for
future event installments. Antavi’s
tech also allowed data to be played
back to users of the apps.
“It was useful for festivalgoers
at events like Oktoberfest to know
which tents were crowded. That way
they can avoid it and help organizers
prevent a bottleneck in those spots,”
Blanke said.
“We need to make data open so
we can give the responsibility back
to citizens.
“That way, we can also get everyone, from organizers to citizens, on
the same page with regard to smart
mobility,” he added.
That joint responsibility is a concept that others like Loo from the
University of Hong Kong agree with.
“We have so many smart people in
our society, we should give them the
tools and data so we can build smart
cities together.”

