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The benefits of smart city technologies are apparent, but the sheer size  
of such projects is making some wary of rushing in.
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As Internet-of-Things devices become more and more commonplace, the uses for such 
devices continues to expand. One of the key places they are appearing is as part of so-
called “smart city” projects.

According to a report published by Zion Market Research, the global smart city market is 
expected to reach 2.7 trillion by 2024, up from $955.3 billion in 2017. That’s a compound 
annual growth rate of 16 percent.

Governments are awarding significant amounts of money to assist municipalities 
in adopting smart city technology. In 2015, for example, the U.S. Department of 
Transportation and other organizations awarded Columbus, Ohio, $140 million in grants to 
implement smart city technologies. An array of investments from the private sector added 
close to $500 million to that total.

But while half a billion dollars would certainly make it easy to remake a city and implement 
smart city technologies, most don’t have access to that sort of funding. That doesn’t mean, 
though, that they’re shut out of the benefits that smart city technologies can bring. In fact, 
some of the most successful smart city initiatives have been those that started small.
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https://globenewswire.com/news-release/2018/09/16/1571390/0/en/Global-Smart-City-Market-Size-Trends-Forecast-to-Reach-USD-2-700-1-Billion-By-2024.html
https://www.transportation.gov/smartcity
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“We look at many of the projects we take on as analogous to winning a baseball game,” 
said Ken Hosac, vice president of IoT strategy and business development with Boise, 
Idaho-based Cradlepoint, a provider of cloud-delivered wireless network solutions for 
business, service providers and government organizations. 

Cradlepoint’s solutions serve as foundational building blocks for connectivity to support 
smart applications.

“The initiatives that meet with the most success tends to be base hits as opposed to 
home runs,” Hosac said. “Some companies will come and try to create a global dashboard 
that tries to take data from every part of a city and analyze it. The approach we’ve been 
taking is to find a specific targeted use case and make that use case better, or enable a 
use case that didn’t exist before.”

Making smarter decisions

Any discussion of smart city technology probably should begin with a look at what the 
technologies accomplish and the benefits they offer.

Although there are a variety of definitions, according to Technopedia, a smart city 
“incorporates information and communication technologies to enhance the quality and 
performance of urban services such as energy, transportation and utilities in order to 
reduce resource consumption, wastage and overall costs. The overarching aim of a smart 
city is to enhance the quality of living for its citizens through smart technology.” 

https://www.techopedia.com/definition/31494/smart-city
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In other words, smart city technology allows managers to make smarter decisions about 
the issues affecting their city. And at the heart of the concept are Internet-accessible 
devices that provide information to assist in those decisions, with connectivity being the 
glue that holds it together.

Examples of smart city technologies in action include roadside digital signage that are 
always connected and can be updated remotely, enabling real-time alerts during local 
emergencies. In an ambulance, mobile connectivity allows healthcare professionals to 
leverage telemedicine toolkits on the way to hospitals, beginning instant treatment that 
saves lives.

For law enforcement, connected laptops in police cars allow officers to quickly run licenses, 
while connected body cameras, dash cameras and fingerprint identification kits help them 
gather evidence to solve crimes. Sensors in police cars can even detect when a shotgun is 
pulled from its rack, alerting headquarters that a dangerous situation may be brewing.

For firefighters and other first responders, connected tablets can provide instant access to 
building blueprints, wiring schematics and hazmat data.

More mundane applications of smart city technology include connected parking meters 
that allow drivers to use a smartphone app to find a vacant space, or connected buses 
that convey arrival times to digital signage at upcoming stops. 

Sensors in water pipes can help water company workers detect leaks, while devices 
in trash cans and dumpsters allow drivers to plan the most efficient route for pickups, 
skipping unneeded stops. Connected surveillance cameras can capture and analyze video 
footage to pinpoint and prevent theft, illegal dumping and other suspicious activity.
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Driving adoption

In addition to the time savings and improved 
quality of life, a study conducted by ABI 
Research predicts that the deployment 
of smart city technologies could save 
enterprises, governments and citizens 
around the world as much as $5 trillion 
annually by 2022.

So with such tremendous benefits,  
why aren’t cities around the world rushing  
to hop aboard?

One of the reasons is that many smart 
city initiatives try to undertake numerous 
projects at once. Even though a multimillion-
dollar investment may pay big dividends 
down the road, it’s difficult to persuade 
investors – or taxpayers – to fund such an 
initiative without a clear timeline on when 
returns might be expected.

In addition, some benefits are difficult to 
quantify. How does one put a price tag 
on quality-of-life features such as free 
WiFi at the city’s convention center or on 
public buses, or the ability to provide life-
saving treatment to a stroke victim in the 
ambulance instead of having to wait until the patient reaches the hospital? Or the ability to 
use remote cameras and microphones to catch people dumping illegally or to pinpoint the 
location of gunshots?

Additionally, in many cases, it may be difficult to achieve stakeholder buy-in.

“Often, people don’t like being told what to do when it comes to these projects, or it may not 
be optimized to meet their needs,” Hosac said. “If you’re the CIO of a city or the IT guy with 
a police department, you may resent being forced to implement a smart city initiative.”

Instead, the approach that seems to work best for Cradlepoint’s clients may be to find a 
single problem that can addressed through the deployment of smart city technology. Once 
that is accomplished, then move on to the next one. 
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Also, choosing the correct solution to increase efficiencies, streamline work processes and 
enable central management will be key to keeping up with these innovations.

“Instead of trying to undertake a massive project and remake a city all at once, you can 
take advantage of the obvious opportunities one at a time,” Hosac said.

“Refine one service, then refine another service,” he said. “Before you know it, you have a 
smart city.”

Internet of Things devices in smart cities

Transportation congestion sensors — Smart transportation systems use sensors to detect congestion and 
bottlenecks in traffic patterns. 

Water and wastewater sensors — Monitoring devices can detect leaks as well as changes in water pressure 
to determine whether water infrastructure is working properly.

Parking apps and kiosks — Apps coordinate with smart parking meters to inform drivers of parking availability.

Waste management sensors — Sensors detect the amount of garbage in receptacles around the city so 
sanitation workers can maximize efficiency in their routes.

Vehicle fleet communication — Public transit and city fleet vehicles communicate with their home agency 
when it is time for maintenance or replacement.

Source: National League of Cities
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