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Summary 

This report explores how digital technologies are informing and transforming approaches to urban safety across the 
world. Increasingly social media, mobile applications, urban control rooms, data analytics and GIS modelling 
software are being leveraged in cities to understand and respond to urban safety challenges. By the same stroke these 
technologies are opening up vulnerabilities to new types of urban crime including harassment, cybercrime and 
bullying, as well as requiring a new capability and understanding of data privacy and security issues. City authorities 
are grappling with complex demands of managing long-term strategic capabilities in data planning and management 
across departments, responding to immediate security and safety concerns, whilst also attempting to use data driven 
approaches to respond to existing urban safety challenges. 
 
As such, we explore how cities are ‘smartening’ urban safety through three lenses:  

1) Policing and crime: Digital technologies and social media provide an opportunity for new types of 
policing and community resilience programmes. These new approaches provide advantages to policing 
through improvements in data management and engagement, but also carry new types of vulnerability. This 
report explores how police are using digital technology to improve their processes, work with citizens to co-
create urban safety and improve crime prediction.  

2) Planning and policy: On top of everyday management and operations, data and smart technologies are 
informing longer term strategy and planning in city authorities. Through case examples we explore how 
digital technologies are being adopted for planning for a feeling of safety, understanding citizen need and 
improving government services.  

3) Grassroots action for safety: Improving urban safety through technology is not just within the purview of 
city governments. Many grassroots and community groups are organising to improve safety outcomes for 
citizens. This report highlights example of citizen action for safety.  

 
Tackling the concerns and opportunities around safer smarter cities is a question for city leadership. City leaders 
need to explore both how to “smarten” approaches to urban safety, whilst keeping “smart” safe. This report 
summarises the key challenges that city leaders are grappling with in respect to this challenge. Taking case study 
examples we explore the need for new partnerships and business models, access to skills and services, the digital 
divide, methods of evaluation and the role of the smart city narrative in city branding and marketing.  
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1. Introduction  

Increasingly social media, mobile applications, urban 
control rooms, data analytics and GIS modelling 
software are being leveraged in cities to understand and 
respond to urban safety challenges. By the same stroke 
these technologies are opening up vulnerabilities to new 
types of urban crime including harassment, cybercrime 
and bullying, as well as requiring a new capability and 
understanding of data privacy and security issues. For 
example, in the UK cybercrime now represents 40% of 
all reported crime, having affected 1 in 10 individuals in 
the past yeari. 
 
As such, city authorities are grappling with complex 
demands of managing long-term strategic capabilities in 
data planning and management across departments, 
responding to immediate security and safety concerns, 
whilst also attempting to use data driven approaches to 
respond to existing urban safety challenges.  
 
This shift is taking place in a time of stretched 
governmental budgets, where data standards around the 
smart city (such as IoT, open data, or broader smart city 
interoperability standards) are still being developed and 
where the role of government is yet to be agreed upon. 
This is held up against a backdrop of the optimism of 
the smart city market, which is asking city authorities to 
re-evaluate and innovate around their use of technology 
in service delivery across departments. Faced with this 
opportunity (whether it be city branding, economic, 
environmental or social development) there has been a 
proliferation of smart city strategies adopted by local 
authorities. Many of these are focused on tech 
innovation and entrepreneurship and other forms of 
citizen engagement. While this is an important part of 
the smart city promise, it is not all of it. We have to re-
frame the narrative of the smart city to include an 
understanding of how data and technology is impacting 
practice across city departments, and how these slivers 
of smart city action can be scaled up.  

 

Meanwhile citizens, entrepreneurs and community 
groups are developing their own tech-based urban 
safety solutions. New platforms are being designed to 
give voice to otherwise unreported safety concerns such 
as street harassment, poorly lit areas or unsafe housing. 
It is claimed this new capability can support public 
authorities such as police and healthcare providers in 
targeting their services more effectively. But while we 
have increasing access to data, many parties lack the 
skills to understand data provenance, 
representativeness, how to model with it, and how to 
use it to make effective and politically accountable 
policy decisions.  
 
Existing social media like Twitter and Facebook are also 
being used to facilitate dialogue between public agencies 
and civil society with the aim of co-creating urban 
safety. Some cities are also creating bespoke platforms 
where citizens and public authorities can work together 
to co-create safety solutions. However, there is a degree 
of uncertainty about the efficacy or impact of such 
engagement. Some cities are also concerned that if 
police misuse social media, engagement relationships 
could be damaged with citizens and mistrust could 
increase.  
 
Tackling the concerns and opportunities around safer 
smarter cities is a question for city leadership. City 
leaders need to explore both how to “smarten” 
approaches to urban safety, whilst keeping “smart” safe. 
Big and open data, IoT and increasing reliance on social 
media engagement is opening up new vulnerabilities to 
urban safety. City leaders are struggling to come to 
terms with processes and systems to asses and manage 
these new areas of risk that come with the need for data 
management, data protection and anonymity, control 
and liability. Meanwhile they are attempting to capitalise 
on the opportunities smart technologies afford them in 
improving urban safety provision.  
 
By looking at a variety of case study examples, this 
report examines how different city leadership actors are 
leveraging smart technologies, the impact of 
interventions and makes recommendations to public 
authorities on how to improve their use of smart 
technologies for urban safety. 
 

  

“This shift is taking place in a 
time of stretched governmental 
budgets, where data standards 
around the smart city are still 
being developed and where the 
role of government is yet to be 
agreed upon” 

 

“City leaders need to explore 
both how to “smarten” 
approaches to urban safety, 
whilst keeping “smart” safe.” 
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2. Smartening Urban Safety 

2.1 Policing and crime 

Digital technologies and social media provide an 
opportunity for new types of policing and community 
resilience programmes. Examples include community 
WhatsApp groups, predictive policing, new reporting 
platforms such as open 311, as well as new forms of 
citizen engagement. These new approaches provide 
advantages to policing through improvements in data 
management and engagement, but also carry new types 
of vulnerability.  
 
Improving police processes  
 
Data and smart technologies are being used to give 
better insights into existing policing and security 
activities in cities. GPS data from London Metropolitan 
Police cars has been used to provide information about 
under- and over-policed parts of districts and common 
policing routes, looking both at different areas and 
different times of dayii. Making this data and these 
insights accessible (usually using modern GPS beacon 
devices common on police officers and in police 
vehicles) can both serve to evaluate patrol coverage and 
provide the technical infrastructure necessary for 
experimentations in policing.  
 
Technical infrastructure is not the only prerequisite to 
more experimental forms of policing and a focus on 
how these are adequately incorporated into existing 
processes is required. The City of Wolverhampton 
recently reflected upon a police-led randomised control 
trial relating to the effectiveness of body-worn 
camerasiii. Significant capacity in planning, appropriate 
communication styles, and analysis seem necessary to 
build this evaluative capacity, and to understand ‘what 
works’. Ample consideration must be given to the 
institutional contexts in which smart technologies are 
being implemented. For example, the study found that 
winning “police hearts and minds” as well as “gaining 
partners and public support” was key to success.  
 
Clearly such technologies are themselves not guaranteed 
to reduce crime within particular contexts and require 
careful monitoring and evaluation. Furthermore, they 
often also provide new opportunities for police to 
‘game’ the system to improve their statistics, this is 
particularly apparent within performance culturesiv. Yet 
building the capacities to understand the impacts of new 
technologies may have positive spill over effects, and 
improve effectiveness and efficiency in existing areas of 
practice.  
 
 
 

Working with communities 
 
Understanding how to appropriately integrate emerging 
technologies into a public sector services is pivotal as 
the efficacy of security systems and processes holds 
reputational risk. Aspects of safety, such as the 
perception of discrimination, form core components of 
trustv. Some police departments who have 
experimented with data analytics in their processes have 
come under scrutiny by media and accused of profiling, 
particularly racial profiling. The Chicago police 
department in particular, who implemented a scheme of 
door-knocking to at-risk groups (based on an algorithm 
that ranks subjects with the “greatest propensity for 
violence”) were accused by Fox News Latino of 
adopting “high tech racial profiling.”vi As such police 
departments must understand, and be able to critique, 
the assumptions inherent within the models they are 
using. They must understand the key ethical 
implications of adopting and implementing this 
technology. As Stanley notesvii: 
 
“The key question is this: will being flagged by these systems lead 
to good things in a person’s life, like increased support, 
opportunities, and chances to escape crime—or bad things, such as 
surveillance and prejudicial encounters with the police?” 

 
Even if care is taken to avoid ethical issues in the 
implementation of the safer smarter city, these 
processes may not always be observed by all 
stakeholders. These feedback effects might undermine 
the positive effects of smart policing systemsviii, and so 
care needs to be taken in communicating and engaging 
effectively with them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 6 

Police departments are also engaging with citizens 
through social media. The London Metropolitan Police 
have nearly half a million followers on Twitter and over 
115,000 Facebook likes. They use these tools to help 
appeal for witnesses and evidence from citizens about 
crimes, to highlight missing people, to warn of safety 
concerns and to share information about convictions 
and success stories. A positive interaction with police 
helps generate and increase feelings of securityix and 
social media engagement can increase the opportunities 
for such positive interaction. The Met have also 
implemented a twitter ‘alert’ system, whereby ‘critical 
information’ can be sent directly to citizens’ phones via 
a push notification during an emergency situation, 
supporting a quick and efficient ‘on the ground’ 
responsex.  
 
The Municipality of Tilburg, Netherlands, invited 
residents to participate in WhatsApp Night Watch 
Groups in coordination with the National Police of 
Netherlands to reduce home burglaries. The system was 
implemented in 35 areas of the city and consisted of 
participants calling emergency services first and then 
using the WhatsApp Group to describe the situation 
and the suspect. The data created in the WhatsApp 
groups allowed the National Police to act quickly and 
efficiently.  Research by Tilburgh University measured a 
sharp reduction in the average of number of monthly 
burglaries from 60 to 30 as well as increasing the 
perception of alert neighbourhoodsxi. 

 
The Trillion project funded by the European 
Commission H2020 is another example of a socio-
technical platform to foster effective collaboration 
between citizens and law-enforcement agencies. 
Through this platform citizens are able to report crimes, 
suspicious behaviour and incidents, identify hazards and 
assist law-enforcement agents through active 
participation for achieving better urban security 
management.xii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

With these examples in mind it may appear that a new 
wave of citizen-engaged and co-created policing is 
underway. However, there are also risks associated with 
such investment. For example, there are distinct lack of 
clear legal and procedural protocols, including 
jurisdictional boundaries, for the use of social media in 
investigations. Poor use of social media engagement 
also opens up the possibility for increased distrust 
amongst the community against the police.  
 
Prediction 
 
Predictive policing has emerged as a buzzword for a 
range of technologies, some new, some old, focused on 
making urban policing more future-facing. These 
platforms are crowd-sourcing safety information from 
citizens and IoT, and are revealing previously poorly 
documented patterns of crime, vulnerable groups and 
unsafe city practices. There are many examples of city 
police departments now implementing predictive 
policing approaches and developing new safety policies 
as a result of access to this data. (Big) data analytics is 
also being leveraged to gain insight into the nature and 
patterns of urban safety hazards. 
 
Four main distinct types of predictive policing can be 
discernedxiii, which we complement here with some 
recent examples. 
 
Methods for predicting crimes: This is an evolution 
of crime mapping, which has a long history in 
quantitative criminology. The core idea is that a range of 
geospatial and spatiotemporal data, such as historical 
crimes, demographic factors, locational context (e.g. 
nearby infrastructure), events (e.g. public holidays), road 
structure and so on can be used to train a model. This 
model can then produce a decision-support object, 
often a map, which can be used operationally for 
tactical purposes. Commercial software for this, such as 
HunchLab or PredPol, exist, although many cities choose 
to develop software in-house to deal with their specific 
wants and needs, such as the Criminaliteitsanticipatiesysteem 
(CAS) in Amsterdam, recently expanded to several 
other Dutch citiesxiv. 
 
Methods for predicting offenders: These methods are 
used to identify individuals at risk of offending in the 
future. Where it has been trialled, these methods have 
been primarily used to understand the future patterns of 
known and suspected offenders. For example, London 
Metropolitan Police recently trialled a system to see 
whether they could predict which known gang members 
were likely to commit particular crimes within a future 
time windowxv. 
 
 
 

“Police departments must 
understand, and be able to 
critique, the assumptions 
inherent within the models 
they are using.” 
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Methods for predicting past perpetrators’ 
identities: These systems are used to build profiles to 
search through past records to find individuals that 
match particular descriptions. Largely, these take the 
form of augmented search technologies, and are made 
possible by the better connections between databases 
within cities, and the existence of cleaner, more 
standardised data. 
 
Methods for predicting the victims of crime: In a 
proactive approach, there is interest in providing extra 
support to future crime victims, or identifying activity 
before it becomes criminal. In New Zealand, for 
example, a system has been developed to predict 
households at risk of child abuse. A range of feasibility 
and ethical studies have been commissioned and peer 
reviewed, and the system awaits trialxvi. Such systems 
require collaboration between many city agencies, from 
police to education to health. Many cities already have 
systems for linking data for a single child across such 
agencies, although this usually happens on a time 
consuming, and ad-hoc basis. Considerable effort is 
needed in this space to avoid fairness concerns with 
methods that include such wide data linkages, 
necessitating a transdisciplinary approach with data 
analysts, domain experts and the wider community. 
 

2.2 Planning and policy 

On top of everyday management and operations, data 
and smart technologies are informing longer term 
strategy and planning in city authorities.  
 
Engaging with citizens in new ways 
Smart technologies themselves can be used to collect 
information and views on public space. Following a 
recognition that the Internet of Things can gather 
ambient data about activity and movement but struggles 
to gather qualitative understanding of how people feel 
in cities, human-computer interaction researchers have 
been developing and trialling ‘tangible questionnaires’ in 
cities. These objects attempt to use physical interaction 
to turn feedback on spaces and places into more playful 
and engaging experiences. 
 
Devices such as VoxBoxxvii are aimed at collecting 
feedback at places and events, while ViewPoint is a civic 
engagement technology designed for democratic 
decision making at the grassrootsxviii. These 
technologies have the potential to complement sensor-
based data, and provide cities with continuous 
information streams of experience on issues such as 
safety. Unlike apps, they also come with the benefit of 
sampling more evenly across the digital divide. 
 
 
 

Planning for a feeling of safety 
 
Smart technologies are being adapted specifically to 
improve urban environments, supporting a feeling of 
belonging, trust, engagement, fun, and ultimately an 
increased feeling of safety. For example, the project 
“shadowing” won the 2014 Playable City Award and 
has been adopted in Bristol, York and Tokyoxix. This 
project recorded people’s shadows as the passed under 
them and replayed it to them. This created communal, 
fun, social spaces in areas that might otherwise have 
been overcome been isolating and intimidating. 
Shadowing offers an exploration of the 
disconnectedness that technology can create between 
strangers, the role of light in creating a city's character, 
and the unseen data layers and surveillance culture that 
pervades our contemporary urban spaces. 
 
Simple, artistically inspired smart technologies adapted 
for urban space offers new opportunities to break 
citizens from isolating urban experiences and allows 
them to engage with the city, and one another in new 
and perhaps more satisfying ways.  
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Understanding citizen need 
 
Unicef’s U-Report, for examples is a social messaging 
platform where young people are invited to answer 
polls on issues relevant to themxx. By doing so they get 
to speak out on what matters most to them, they can 
share and receive useful information (such as success 
stories of encouraging policy makers to listen to their 
voices, or help lines for triggering issues that they may 
have been affected by). A community of 2.6 million 
young people globally they also contribute valuable data 
that we disaggregate anonymously by age, sex and 
location, to build up a global mapping of young 
people’s concerns and priorities – and potential 
solutions.  
 
In Pakistan, trained “U-Ambassadors” also facilitate 
community dialogues raised by the poll questions within 
a panel of stakeholders from government 
representatives, social activists, civil society partners to 
other influencing members of the community. These 
dialogues create meaningful discussions around the 
district’s poll responses and U-Report’s potential. These 
dialogues become a powerful collective voice that 
enables policy makers to listen about U-Report and how 
it can benefit the society at large.xxi 
 
Other city services 
 
The New York City Fire Department (FDNY) started 
developing a data analytics Risk-Based Inspection 
System (RBIS) called FireCast 2.0 to predict and better 
anticipate where fires may take place in New York. 
FireCast access a central data hub where 17 city 
agencies feed information, examines 7.500 factors and 
produces a fire risk profile. This data is shared and 
accessed to the entire FDNY to track, score and 
prioritise the most vulnerable buildings among the 
existing 350,000 in the city. The risk model evaluates 
characteristics such as the building´s construction 
material, height and age of the building and generates 
new risk profiles based on the latest inspections.xxii   
 
The Vision Zero Initiative is a platform aiming to 
eliminate traffic deaths and injuries first implemented in 
Sweden in 1997 cutting pedestrian deaths by half and 
expanded across a number of international cities such as 
London, Los Angeles, New York and Vancouver. Data 
analytics is a key component of this initiative to reduce 
the number of the accidents. San Francisco City council 
have collected data to identify where the most 
investments in engineering, education and enforcement 
are needed. They have developed a San Francisco High-
Injury Network map comprising of 125 miles’ coverage 
in collaboration with city agencies which identifies the 
"where", "when", and "how" of collisions. In response 
to that, the city implemented 20.2 miles of safety 

treatments ranging from construction of bulbouts and 
refuge islands to pedestrian countdown signalsxxiii. 
 

2.3 Grassroots safety 

It is not just the public sector that are interested in 
advancing urban safety through digital technologies. 
Many community groups and tech entrepreneurs have 
seen the possibility for tech platforms to create new 
approaches to citizen wellbeing. 
 
Hollaback!xxiv for example, is a digital platform and a 
free-mobile app for women, LGBTQ and others to 
pinpoint a location on a map and share a story about 
street harassment. The users build a mapping of 
different locations of street harassment where they can 
share and read about the incidents. Being able to map 
incidents of street harassment which would have 
historically gone unreported is an asset to victims of 
crime, lobbying groups and law enforcement agencies.  
 

 
 
The Safecity app also provides opportunities for women 
to map incidents of public harassmentxxv. Their aim is 
to make cities safer by encouraging equal access to 
public spaces for everyone especially women, through 
the use of crowdsourced data and technology. 
 
Safetipin is a digital platform and a free-mobile app that 
uses data to make cities safer and free from violence for 
women and men.xxvi Collecting information about 
public spaces through safety audits, each audit results in 
a pin located in a map where the audit was performed. 
The input from users are quantified through nine 
parameters including openness, visibility, presence of 
security, the state of a walking path and as well the 
gender diversity on the streets. The app became so 
popular that a new partnership between Uber and 
Safetipin was done in cities such as New Delhi, Nairobi 
and Bogotá to collect more information about various 
areas. More than 60 000 safety audits covering more 
than 6 300 km from New Delhi have been coded and 
18 000 audits covering around 3 000 km of road have 
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been coded in Bogotá. The Municipality of New Delhi 
have used the information to improve city lightning and 
vans patrolling in the city. 
 
Mobile applications have also been developed for non-
crime related city safety issues such as health. 
PulsePoint is a foundation which developed mobile 
apps that connects trained and certified CPR savers to 
assist people with a cardiac arrestxxvii. The app notifies 
the users, in coordination with the local public safety 
authorities, and geolocates the people in the area with a 
cardiac arrest as well as the closest defibrillator. It was 
adopted firstly by the Fire Department of San Ramon, 
California but expanded later to more than 1400 cities 
and communities in the US including Los Angeles 
turning out to be a successful digital platform to save 
lives. As of October 2015 it had been downloaded 
400,000 times. 
 
Aggregation of data as a tool for lobbying 
 
Digital technologies are being used by grassroots and 
community groups to record and understand incidences 
of crime in cities. The aggregation of this data is a 
powerful tool to illustrate the scale and nature of safety 
issues in cities and to be used as an evidence base for 
lobbying government, police and social services. For 
example, Rio de Janeiro’s Youth Forum, developed the 
smartphone app Nos por Nos (Us by Us) which being 
used to record and aggregate information about police 
violence. A member of the organisaiton explained:  
 
“It’s a self-defence tool for people to report violence, assaults and 
killings, particularly by the police. They can send videos, texts, 
record witness statements and post pictures, and these will be 
forwarded to human right bodies like Amnesty International, 
government public security organisations and the media that can 
take official action.” xxviii 
 
Similarly, the BlackLivesMatter campaignxxix in the US is 
collecting and spreading evidence of racial violence, 
putting pressure on government and police departments 
to address their practice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
In some cases, police and grassroots groups have 
formed official partnerships around social media. For 
example, Project Guardian is a collaboration between 
the British Transport Police and the Everyday Sexism 
Project. Around 15% of Londoners have experienced 
unwanted sexual behaviour on the transport network 
and 90% do not go on to report it to police. One of the 
most common reasons for not reporting it is because 
they didn’t think it was serious enoughxxx. This means 
that historically there has been a lack of data about this 
type of crime and as such a lack of knowledge about 
how to respond. However, people are likely to report 
sexual harassment on social media. This means that 
social-media based organisations are in a position to be 
able to partner with and advise police. Project Guardian 
are partnering with The Everyday Sexism Project, End 
Violence against Women Coalition and Hollaback 
London to roll out their programme.   
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3. City Leadership  
Implications 

3.1 Understanding the Smart City 

The narrative of the smart city has been developing 
over a number of years, influenced by many different 
stakeholders and for many different purposes.  
 
For the purpose of this report, we consider the smart 
city as a lens through which to understand and 
challenge governance approaches to the adoption on 
technology and data services in cities. Of particular 
interest is the interaction between: ‘governance actors’, 
‘technology and data’, and ‘citizen participation’. As 
such, the smart city is not a set of desired end-goals that 
can be manufactured to achieve ‘efficiency’ or ‘optimal’ 
solutions, but instead is a framework by which we can 
understand the role of technology in cities, as well as 
the new challenges and opportunities they imply.  
 
Demographic change in cities (particularly population 
growth and densification) requires a new approach to 
safety as traditional forms of policing are not able to 
meet current demands. Another key driver is the level 
of uptake of digital platforms by citizens and a new 
expectation to be able to engage with service providers 
(including government) online. Similarly, new digital 
business models are emerging globally (such as Uber, 
AirBnB, Pokemon Go etc.) that are affecting how 
people live in and experience the city. City governments 
must understand the impact of these new businesses on 
their citizens and ensure their safety is protected. As 
such, digital technologies are both an opportunity for 
new forms of citizen safety as well as a safety challenge 
in itself.  
 

3.2 The need for new partnerships 

Urban governance and leadership is not held within the 
capacity of any single actor. Increasingly data, 
knowledge, accountability, mandates, resource, and 
power is spread between citizens, government, the 
private sector and NGOs. As such new relationships 
and business models are being developed to co-create 
urban safety. Many city authorities are making use of 
novel business models to engage in smart city activity. 
For example, the Smart Chicago Collaborative is a civic 
organization devoted to improving lives in Chicago 
through technology. It was founded in collaboration 
between the City of Chicago, the John D. and Catherine 
T. MacArthur Foundation, and The Chicago 
Community Trust. This unique arrangement meant that 
the city authority could have the benefits of a focused 
and directed body of work on digital inclusion, without 

the bureaucratic hurdles and making use of private 
funding. With strong partnership with the council, the 
civic organisation was also able to access grants it would 
have otherwise struggled with, and also gain the 
opportunity to influence real change in the city 
authority.  
 
When reflecting on the business models of the smart 
city it is apparent that it will need to be progressed in 
partnership between citizens, the private sector and 
government. New business and investment models that 
lay out accountability for results as well as monetary 
flows must be developed to support these partnerships. 
These partnerships also require development of new 
regulation which can set out standards and policies 
around data ownership, security and standards.  
 
Integration across city departments (and beyond) 
In Mexico City there are 13,800 CCTV cameras 
controlled from 5 different command and control 
centres. It is reportedly difficult for government to 
coordinate and use. Better integration across these 
systems would support better safety outcomes for 
citizens through a more coordinated and informed 
response. However, governments should base decisions 
on identified outcomes for citizens, rather than purely 
on managing the technology stock they have previously 
invested in.  
 

3.3 Smarter safer cities for whom? 

Access to basic infrastructure 
The assumptions inherent in the smart city debate to 
date (namely ubiquitous access to internet 
infrastructure, smart phones and data processing 
capabilities) are not relevant in all regions or city 
contexts, particularly in developing countries where 
basic enabling infrastructure is not yet available. The 
ideas and assumptions behind the smart city must be re-
interpreted for environments where internet 
infrastructure is not ubiquitous but where, for example, 
mobile telephony is changing economies, health 
provision and safety in cities. There may also need to be 
further debate into how city authorities are able to 
invest internet infrastructure upgrades.  
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Digital divide 
The question of access to infrastructure also plays out at 
the individual level. It is possible the ‘digital divide’ will 
perpetuate existing inequality by further privileging 
those who are able to report abuse online as well as 
access online services. As governments and private 
companies increasingly move ‘online’ they must 
consider how to ensure the most vulnerable in their 
communities are able to benefit from such investment.  
 
The digital divide reaches beyond simply access to the 
physical asset of a computer or a smart phone. Digital 
skills and confidence in using the technology are also 
lacking in many populations, which many local 

authorities and charities have dedicated programmes to 
support. For example, the UK government supported 
Go On UK, now part of DotEveryone, supports the 
uptake of basic digital skills. They argue that a lack of 
relevant skills disadvantages people in every part of 
society and undermines our economy and culture.  
Their mission is to give even the most digitally excluded 
effective digital skills, and to support this have created a 
Basic Digital Skills Framework which they continue to 
develop through research and practice.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

But digital inclusion in urban governance must go 
beyond technological skills, it is also a story of socio-
political enfranchisement, confidence and an 
understanding that governments are accountable to 
citizens. The platform “TheyWorkForYou” from 
MySociety takes open data from the UK Parliament, 
and presents it in a way that’s easy to follow, for 
everyonexxxi. This is important from an individual 
rights-based perspective and also from the perspective 
that inequality is a core drivers of unsafe urban 
environments. If we continue to privilege and invest in 
certain groups over others we risk perpetuating and 
reproducing inequality in cyber space as well as physical 
space.  
 

3.4 Evaluating impact 

Many cities fail to understand the impact of their digital 
technology investment in both the short and longer 
term. This presents a challenge in understanding what 
an impactful digital strategy might look like in a city. 
More work needs to be undertaken to explore effective 
mechanisms for impact assessment.  
 
Furthermore, cities should be careful to ‘measure what 
you value, don’t value what you measure.’ The smart 
city could reinforce a paradigm that privileges digital 
information above other forms of knowledge. Cities 
should reflect on the types of impact that cannot be 
addressed by digital technology and understand that 
digital data is only part of the solution.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Digital inclusion in urban 
governance must go beyond 
technological skills, it is also a 
story of socio-political 
enfranchisement” 

“Measure what you value, 
don’t value what you 
measure” 
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3.5 Marketing 

Marketing remains a dominant determinant of policy 
implementation. ‘Vision’ documents are used by cities 
for marketing and branding of the city both internally 
within the authority (to communicate with different 
departments and set direction) and also as a global 
brand. In branding terms the “smart city” has a positive 
story to tell. This may be why we have seen a bigger 
focus on these agendas in the visioning exercises carried 
out by cities. In that sense safety as a concept in itself 
might need rebranding if it is to escalate up city 
priorities. We are already seeing this change in cities like 
Rio who are aligning their safety strategy with their 
smart branding, thereby reprioritising safety as a key 
component of urban agendas.  
 
 

Strategic visions are a great proxy to understand how 
cities see themselves and how they want to be seen. 
They can be partially thought of as a branding exercise. 
Yet, in practice, financing and grants are an important 
driver for policy creation and focus. A question that 
ought to be asked is whether the agendas are purely a 
result of branding to meet loan conditionalities or 
whether they are more than that (i.e. have strategic 
embedded outcomes). A means to test whether they are 
the latter is to see whether the city has governance 
structures that enable achieving these aims: some cities 
have developed specific institutional mechanisms to 
deliver their agenda which are likely to insure a long(er) 
term resilience of the ideas embedded in strategies. We 
need to learn more about how strategic visions and  
policies translate on the ground. Looking at ‘vision’ 
compared to projects on the ground in a few cities can 
tease out the extent to which strategies are created for 
city branding. 
 

  

Call to collaborate 

The Climate Action in Megacities 3.0xxxii report found that cities that collaborate have the 
most transformative actions for climate change. The philosophy of the City Leadership Lab 
is to bring together cities to learn from one another, and to take action. This report has 
highlighted actions cities across the world are taking towards urban safety. We hope this 
provides a starting point for city leaders to work together more closely to spur action toward 
improving the use of digital technologies for urban safety outcomes. 
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