
Fairphone is an innovation that brings social justice to the heart of 'smart governance'. If it's 
true that we rely on interactive tools and civic software more than ever, then we cannot 
forget that without an honest look at the 'dark' side of technology (e-waste, unfair labour 
conditions, pollution, conflict and more) we cannot speak of truly 'open' innovation until we 
acknowledge and correct the imbalances currently at the heart of the digital 
infrastructures we rely on.

Smart governance is just governance

Don't forget to unplug
The ultimate test of smart technology is how well it leads to 'offline' behaviour change. The 
affordability of data plans and the continuing digital divide are two factors directly impacting the 
opportunity to participate. If a sensor can't track it, does it still count? And how can technology 
be used to enhance, not replace, what is happening locally?

Treat the data as a commons
A smart city is not necessarily a democratic city. Who owns the data 

that is produced on a daily basis, and who has a say over its use? 

Clouds and cables are part of a closed system that can, if not 

transparently owned and monitored, amount to little more than an 

infrastructure of command and control. To be truly smart, the 

infrastructure must be subject to democratic review and the data 

treated as a commons.

Co-create the menu

By prioritizing open access, the Government of 
Australia's Engage report encourages all Australian 
institutions to open their data sets and make them 
freely available under Creative Commons license. 
(1) This way, public sector information is seen as a 
national resource that makes a strong contribution 
to healthy democracy.

While often interactive, smart technology very rarely offers 
an opportunity to shape the platform itself. As Richard 
Sennett writes, user-friendly is increasingly synonymous 
with “choosing menu options rather than creating the 
menu.” (2) A truly smart city values and experiments with 
models of collective ownership, knowing that citizens can 
do more than just use a technology – they can co-create it 
and have a say on how it is run as well.

As demands grow and budgets tighten, the smart 
city agenda is being celebrated for its promise of 
increased e�ciency, better problem-solving, and 
system-wide coordination. 

Sensors are embedded into the urban fabric to 
improve the performance of infrastructure, and 
data analysis is employed to monitor 
environmental issues, improve transportation, 
and provide more responsive services to citizens. 
But is e�ciency really synonymous with 
engagement?

Civic not-for-profits  Code for America, Open 
Knowledge Foundation, and Sunlight Labs 
understand that smart cities are above all about 
citizens, not sensors. Their programs are designed to 
foster greater accountability and harness the power 
of digital tools to keep deliberation at the heart of 
technological interaction.

Here are some encouraging 
in i t iat ives that keep ci t ies wise,  
open,  and just :

IS A

SMART CITY?

HOW
WISE

Smart technology can be applied to complement, not dominate, 
methods and tools to make services more responsive. Interactive 
public art projects like Candy Chang's I Wish This Was are a great 
way to take a cue from existing community efforts and track local 
aspirations by diversifying the way feedback is generated.

Smart cities are not neutral. While the digital revolution can improve our lives and open up 
previously closed systems, none of its benefits will be truly transformative if the structure they 
rely on is not aligned with the systems that support meaningful change.
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