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Abstract:  Smart Cities is a planning movement that uses information technology to develop cities of 
‘intelligent’ sense and response. It evolved from the former digital cities planning movement and is distinct 
from the knowledge cities movement. Global technology giants have started to become urban developers, 
planning and designing Smart City precincts. This paper: i) looks at two of the highest profile Smart City 
initiatives under this new model; ii) explores the spatial strategies being employed, and iii) explores 
possible futures for Australian application. Two cases are explored in depth: the Sidewalk Labs Quayside 
development in Toronto, Canada, and the Cisco Smart City Guangzhou development in China. Methods 
include desktop review and international site visits undertaken in November 2018 and January 2019. 
Waterfront Toronto’s experience with Quayside demonstrates the strengths of small-scale trials, but also 
the risks for cities, firms and citizens involved. Cisco’s smart city development in Guangzhou shows how 
strong state support and spatial strategies are reshaping Chinese cities for the knowledge economy. 
Conventional public transport investments and disruptive transport innovations are a major element of 
these initiatives, highlighting the role that the transport sector is playing. 
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Introduction 
The Smart Cities movement describes how cities are adopting new information technology (IT), sensors 
and Big Data analysis techniques for use in urban management. This short paper seeks to do three 
things. First, it describes and unpacks the smart city movement by looking at two of the more interesting 
Smart City initiatives of our time. Second, it uses these cases to look at the specific spatial and IT-based 
strategies being employed and some of the scholarly and community angst that has resulted. Third, it 
explores what might be possible futures for Australian application, with an eye on how responsible 
authorities might move forward. The paper draws on limited methods only: a review of published materials 
and fieldtrips made by the author to the sites in Guangzhou (Nov 2018/Jan 2019) and Toronto (Jan 
2019). 
 
What are Smart Cities? 
Before we can look at the movement’s activities, we first need to understand what is now generally 
understood as the Smart Cities planning movement. This is difficult as the term has fundamentally 
changed meaning in urban policy and practice over the last decade. At the turn of the millennium, the 
term “Smart City” was used to mean cities where knowledge workers – and especially Richard Florida’s 
(2004) so-called “creative class” – would prefer to locate. But the term was effectively hijacked by the 
technologists and firms like IBM and Cisco to refer to cities that use IT, sensors and data to help with 
urban management (Cisco, 2018). Though there is still much dispute as to what constitutes a Smart City 
under this latter IT-based understanding, perhaps the best definition is provided by Ramaprasad et al. 
(2017) who describe it as a city capable of intelligent sense and response. Smart Cities “can sense, 
monitor, control and communicate most of the city services like transport, electricity, environment control, 
crime control, social, emergencies, etc.” (ibid, p.15). It’s about how tech can help cities do, in the 
language of its proponents #awesome things. Sidewalk Labs (2019; who we will discuss at length, 
shortly) say they are “reimagining cities to improve quality of life”. In this way, Smart Cities is just the 
latest in a very long line of planning terms that are the “deployment of techno-political narratives which 
strive to signify potentially better futures” (Gunder and Hillier, 2009, p1).  
 
Planning movements are a bit different to planning philosophies or approaches. Planning movements are 
a set of philosophies and methods that are promoted and implemented in planning practice, often at a 
particular moment in time, with an attendant set of popularisers and signature early projects. These 
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eventually go through codification and then either adoption or rejection by the mainstream. One of the 
earliest examples was the Garden Cities movement of the early 1900s (Howard, 1902). Planning 
movements wash over Australia regularly. In the 1990s New Urbanism came from North America and left 
its mark. In the early 2000s it was Transit Oriented Development. The Digital City movement saw us 
digitise almost every aspect of land management and control. Now Smart Cities is having its day in the 
sun. In a recent paper (Burke, 2018) I argued Smart Cities “are so 2017” in that, like many of the planning 
movements before them, key aspects of the movement are being adopted and mainstreamed; Smart 
Cities will soon be business-as-usual. But I also argued we should be cautious about this as, like many 
planning movements, it likely needs more than a few rough edges knocked off it before it should be fully 
embraced.  
 
Most of the previous research on Smart Cities has focused on the actual technology being researched. 
But there is an interesting strand of research on the geographical dispersal of firms and their activity and 
their location in host environments, including how firms look to lower their investment costs and get 
greater efficiency, including through local smart city engagements (van den Buuse and Kolk, 2019, 
pp221-222). The individual IT firms have their own approaches to capturing work in the growing Smart 
Cities market, with branded initiatives such as IBM’s Smarter Cities program and its Smarter Cities 
Challenge, or Cisco’s Kinetic for Cities (formerly known as their Smart + Connected Communities 
program). These have been appraised, and much criticised, in the literature (Grossi and Pianezzi, 2017, 
Greenfield, 2013). But something new is now happening. The IT giants are crossing over from just being 
suppliers, and from being tenants in office parks and knowledge precincts, towards helping create Smart 
Cities precincts as leading partners in the development process. They are becoming urban developers 
themselves. This has not yet been much reported on in the academic literature.  
 
When tech giants become developers 
Two of the more interesting urban projects of our time are happening in Canada and in China, led by 
Sidewalk Labs (an Alphabet company and sister division to Google) and Cisco, respectively. Though 
neither project has yet sold an apartment, these two cases can inform much about what the IT companies 
are hoping to do, their motivations, and the spatial strategies they and their host cities are employing. 
 
Quayside – Sidewalk Labs in Toronto 
The new Smart City that most urbanists are likely familiar with is in Canada. A 325ha section of former 
port lands near the city centre in Eastern Toronto is being redeveloped by Waterfront Toronto (a tri-
government economic development agency). The first small portion of this land has been labelled 
Quayside and is being developed by a group led by Sidewalk Labs, the Smart Cities play of the Google 
empire (see Figure 1). Waterfront Toronto deliberately sought a major IT partner to build this Smart Cities 
development, and to help bring further IT investment into the city. Given Toronto has been the recipient of 
a new headquarters for Google in Canada, Sidewalk Labs was an obvious match.  
 
The project’s Master Innovation and Development Plan (MDIP) has just been released (Sidewalk Toronto 
2019) showing a very much more sunlit and vibrant site (Figures 2 and 3) than the desolate and frigid 
landscape I saw on a field visit in January this year. Gleaming towers overlook a single main street to be 
built with an eye on accommodating the autonomous vehicle (AV) future. There is a significant amount of 
both public space and waterfront access at Quayside – much more than proposed at neighbouring 
developments. Quayside appears, visually, to offer much more to the public than most comparable 
developments in the surrounding area. There is also a commendable commitment to a level of below 
market rate housing that is well beyond what is required in local planning code.  
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Figure 1: Location of Quayside and the Idea District, Toronto 
 

 
Source: Sidewalk Labs 
 
 

Figure 2: Excerpt - Quayside site plan 
 

 
Source: Sidewalk Labs 
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Visible tech is limited; from the renderings, one can see very little. In earlier public relations materials the 
firm offered visions of autonomous cars, underground freight robots and what looked suspiciously like a 
schwebebahn (a dangling monorail) system overhead (see Burke 2018, p4). The formal MDIP has 
removed the latter, and now looks to include parking for private cars (presumably as even in Toronto car-
free development at this scale is too risky). The developers are instead pushing for a light rail extension, 
from a line which currently ends not far away on the other side of the Gardiner Expressway, an elevated 
freeway that cuts the site off from its neighbours. But we now know more about the fancy waste and 
freight logistics system being proposed by Sidewalk Labs. This appears to be a precinct-level network of 
tunnels and elevators, using a fleet of autonomous robots to propel small residential and larger 
commercial containers from a centralised logistics hub and warehouse to each premises, and back 
(Sidewalk Toronto 2019, p135). This same network will also use autonomous robots to take waste and 
recycling to a central precinct depot. Presumably these systems will be linked to Google’s existing suite of 
in-home devices and Smart Home systems, now branded as Google Nest, and this will all be packaged 
and sold to the occupant. Google Nest is also being developed with integrations allowing third party 
devices to be developed that will work in with Google’s system. Existing Google Nest connected home 
products including their outdoor cameras, indoor temperature sensors and thermostats, may well be used 
for precinct-level management systems for the first time. It’s not hard to envisage a suite of devices and 
services being developed that will be difficult to opt out of, and which will effectively ‘lock-in’ residents to 
the Google ecosystem to the exclusion of others, for the long-haul.  

 
Figure 3: Quayside Neighbourhood 

 

 
Source: Sidewalk Labs 
 
Sidewalk Labs also hope to use Quayside both as a site to further their work coding and simulating the 
city, through the development of further application programming interfaces (APIs – complex code that 
allows communication and integration of IT components) and simulatory systems, and as a ‘living 
laboratory’ for testing other tech. APIs allow app builders to plug-in to IT systems and provide key 
information for system planners/operators and for customers. Google has form in helping produce highly 
useful APIs with strong public benefit. This is seen most clearly in the public transport field where the 
General Transit Feed Specification (GTFS) is today’s standard for most transit scheduling and 
geographic-information-systems (GIS) coding, and which underpins the suite of Smart-phone trip 
planning apps with real-time arrival information. But Sidewalk Labs is also commercialising data it is 
harvesting from people’s smartphones, including their GPS, Bluetooth and Wi-Fi traces. Sidewalk Labs 
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recently entered into a ~US$500,000 agreement with the City of Portland to trial its Replica software that 
uses smart phone location data to create simulated datasets of how and when, and why people travel in 
an urban area (Descant, 2019). They hope Replica will eventually replace expensive household travel 
survey data collection of the form used in all Australia’s largest cities and be a lucrative revenue stream 
for the firm.  
 
Some clumsy early public relations mistakes did not help Sidewalk Labs as they pushed into Toronto. The 
push-back by citizen groups within the city has been both targeted and forceful, with many advocates far 
from impressed. The #blocksidewalk alliance, which has taken a central role, has been effective at raising 
issues and interrupting the planning of the partnership. At the heart of their resistance is that … 
 

“No one in Toronto asked for a smart neighbourhood or a test-bed. If residents want one, they 
should use a democratic process to set the rules and make sure policies are in place prior to 
moving ahead” (#blocksidewalk, 2019).  

 
In addition to the anti-democratic governance, much of the concern has been about privacy; who is 
‘opting-in’ to have their data harvested, and how that data might be used. Google has form in not 
protecting privacy of its customers when it comes to digital recordings of highly personal in-home 
activities via their Smart Home devices (Simonite, 2019). But there are greater concerns than someone 
just listening in to your personal phone call with your medical doctor, or hearing your rowdy arguments 
with your partner. There are also worries about the emergence of a Deleuzian (Deleuze 1992) “society of 
control”, whereby those who are at first sensed are those that might then be nudged, and then might be 
further controlled, potentially in harmful ways. It’s hard not to worry about this. Notions of nudging and 
controlling are, essentially, a key premise of the Smart Cities movement. In response, Sidewalk Labs 
have sought to bring in additional checks and balances, including promoting an independent “Urban Data 
Trust” (Sidewalk Labs, 2019) that would be:  
 

“… charged with balancing the interests of personal privacy, public interest, and innovation. This 
public steward would establish a clear process for approving any initiative that involved the use or 
collection or urban data for all parties, including those proposed by Sidewalk Labs” (ibid, p93). 

 
That sounds a possible way forward, in theory. But even if that gets resolved, what isn’t made clear is 
who gets lumped with maintaining and operating any fancy Smart Cities tech once the development is 
completed. The homeowners? Or the city? This may not be an insignificant burden and would include any 
of the fancy sensors, underground robotic delivery, waste and recycling systems being proposed. Further, 
such tech isn’t cheap. If push comes to shove on project economics, will the costly sensors, robots and 
other tech go out the door, or will the affordable housing?  
 
The MDIP is now under consideration by the municipal and provincial governments. Many eyes will be 
watching the outcome. Regardless, Sidewalk Labs is in the Smart City developer game for the long haul. 
They are now proposing to turn much of the full 325ha waterfront site into an “Ideas District” – what 
seems another term for a full-blown knowledge precinct – with themselves as co-master planner, 
developer and as a key firm within the precinct. This seemed to be Sidewalk Labs’ hope from day one of 
their involvement with Waterfront Toronto. But whether Torontonians will accept such a proposal, or 
whether the greater port lands will be offered up for development via more conventional means, is 
anyone’s guess at this stage.  
 
 
Cisco Smart City Guangzhou 
Canadian cities have not been alone in inviting IT companies to partner and develop bespoke Smart City 
developments. Only a couple of weeks after visiting the Quayside site I found myself on the other side of 
the Pacific Ocean in the Chinese city of Guangzhou, looking at another big empty hole in the ground. The 
barren site was wrapped in wire fencing and covered in advertisements indicating the location was to 
soon be Cisco’s Smart City urban development in the Panyu District. “Cisco Smart City Guangzhou” has 
a similar genesis to Quayside. It’s an attempt by local authorities to try to bring in an IT giant as a co-
developer and to create something more than what would be achieved by simply handing over land for 
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yet another mixed-use development. It is interesting to see the similarities and differences between the 
two sites.  
 
The Panyu District, in Guangzhou’s sprawling-but-dense southern suburbs, is an explicit state initiative to 
generate an internationally significant innovation and tech cluster in cloud computing, big data, artificial 
intelligence and mobile Internet. Panyu’s inspiration seems to be much more the Silicon Valley office park 
model, where the US tech giants began, than a traditional urban centre. To its north, 14,000 previous 
residents were removed and a number of universities were encouraged to move in to create new 
suburban style campuses in a Higher Education Mega Center on a large island that has very limited 
bridges and just one metro connection (see Sum 2017). Sun Yat-Sen University and Guangzhou 
University moved much of their growing student populations there, helping create one of the largest 
concentrations of higher education enrolments on earth. Just to the south of this university island, Cisco 
was lured to be part of a multi-billion dollar investment in a giant 3.25 km2 precinct (碧桂園廣清區域, 
2019). Cisco itself will concentrate on Internet of Things (IoT) tech with a Chinese joint-venture partner 
and has played a role in attracting other international firms and a set of key Chinese tech leaders to join 
them nearby. Apartments, a hotel, retail and other amenities are included and a metro extension should 
link the universities to the Smart City.  
 
The Cisco site is a bit different to Quayside. Cisco Smart City Guangzhou is located on a non-descript 
arterial road in a rather non-descript suburban area. The area looks like almost anywhere else in 
suburban Guangzhou, Foshan or Shenzen. But it does have a waterfront that allows boat access to the 
Pearl River. The renderings of the project suggest that, as at Quayside, much will be made of this 
waterfront, with significant public space and urban amenity provided (Sohu.com, 2019). But unlike at 
Quayside, the plans show adherence to the Chinese planning system’s preferences for Corbusian towers 
and superblocks set in a grid of large roadways. Indeed, a six-lane arterial cuts off Cisco Smart City from 
its waterfront and much of its public space.   
 
Other than its soon to be strong proximity to the universities, the Cisco Smart City site is not linked 
directly to any other main concentration of knowledge work, much of which is in central Guangzhou and 
the new financial centre to its east. A metro line extension will give Cisco Smart City residents and 
employees about a 50 minute travel time to much of the core, and it only takes marginally less time to 
drive, congestion permitting. Cisco appears to have been less ambitious about changing the urban design 
of the space. Instead of being an inner-urban precinct, Cisco Smart City is going to be much more like a 
standard US campus-style office/business park, with Chinese characteristics. There also seems less 
interest in Cisco Smart City Guangzhou in innovative delivery tunnels, delivery robots and other 
autonomous vehicles, which reflects Cisco’s limited involvement in such products as compared to Google.  
 
The Chinese media articles on Cisco Smart City Guangzhou discuss it being used as a test-bed. But 
unlike Sidewalk Labs’ relatively open discussion of its intentions, we know little of Cisco’s plans. Cisco 
have been leaders in such technologies as secure, precinct-level Wi-Fi for sports stadia, malls and other 
precincts (as used by Westfield in some of their shopping centres) and in providing all-encompassing 
hotel IT services including guest Wi-Fi, and digital check-in and room service. They’ve also been 
providers of technology for connected roads systems, including traffic signals and the connected IT used 
in traffic management centres. They have been involved in recent trials of intelligent transport systems in 
South Australia. They’ve developed the Cloud-based Cisco Kinetic, their Internet-of-Things platform that 
helps manage individual systems, such as a waste management operation using multiple sensors. A key 
focus at Cisco Smart City Guangzhou is likely to be the further development of Cisco Kinetic for Cities, 
which integrates “solutions for lighting, parking, crowed, environment and others – into the overall Cisco 
Kinetic platform” (Cisco 2019). This is about aggregating sensor data, analysing it and presenting it to 
urban managers in useful ways, to help them manage more of their systems. This includes understanding 
real-time street conditions and vehicle flows for traffic management, or using real-time parking data for 
demand-based parking management. As with Sidewalk Labs, Cisco is also building digital models and 
simulations for clients of these systems, built up from the real-world datasets obtained, for near-future 
prediction.  
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Given the problems that Sidewalk Labs still faces in Toronto, the open arms of government partners and 
the lack of dissent in China must appeal. That said, there must also now be reputational risks for IT firms 
entering into partnerships in China, given the growing angst in the West about the use of Smart Cities 
technologies, and it seems Western intellectual property, in the repressive control of the Uighur 
population in China’s Xingjiang region (Leibold, 2019). The risk vs. reward equation is often delicate 
there. And tensions over Chinese tech firm Huawei (Voon and Mitchell, 2019), suggest world powers are 
starting to push their weight around to influence nations on the technology partners they choose.  
 
What might be the Australian interest in similar Smart City plays 
The shift to have IT giants help build smart cities, and for IT companies to become urban developers, is 
something that state and local authorities in Australia will no doubt be watching. On a transactional level, 
offering a lucrative Smart Cities play on a key site may help a city land a major headquarters or a key new 
investment by one of the surprisingly small number of very large IT firms that now dominate the industry. 
On a political level, the promise of jobs backed by a major brand would appeal. There must be some 
temptation, driven by economic development imperatives, for Australian state and local governments to 
consider a joint-development partnership like Sidewalk Labs is enjoying at Quayside. Australia does not 
have much of the international R&D footprint of the IT majors, or the riches they confer.  
 
There will also be interest from private science park developers to try and lure the IT giants in, given the 
likely uplift in land values for the rest of their estate. The developers of the greenfields Sydney Science 
Park out near the new Western Sydney Airport were earlier this year spruiking that they would be the 
nation’s first bespoke Smart City (Fuary-Wagner, 2019). But at the time of writing they’d yet to land a 
large IT partner. It’s hard for a local estate developer to offer the kind of urban largess (waterfront land 
plus expensive light rail / metro line extensions) that are being offered in both Toronto and Guangzhou.  
 
The Toronto experience shows the risks of public dissent to such strategies in a vibrant democracy. But 
the Toronto trial has also hopefully allowed both the city and province involved, and Sidewalk Labs itself, 
to understand better what can and cannot be contemplated within such partnerships, and how public 
interest may be maintained. Australian urban planners can be thankful that trials such as Quayside are 
happening in a place like Canada in the first instance, allowing the debate to be had and lessons to be 
learned before any application of the IT-giant developer concept in Australia.  
 
There are a series of inter-twining considerations that both Quayside and Cisco Smart City raise. Urban 
scholars have long been concerned about the problems of private developer and body corporate 
governance in precincts (McKenzie, 1994), a concern that is increasingly coming to the fore in China (Lu 
et al., 2019). But in a place like Quayside one can now overlay concerns of so-called ‘algorithmic 
governance’ (Danaher et al., 2017). That is, not only are a set of often non-democratic developer interests 
given legitimacy in a place like Quayside, Sidewalk Labs is also given additional reign to put in place 
systems that use automated and algorithm-based decision-making systems to nudge, guide or control our 
behaviour (ibid, p2). In past research I have noted that cities and states in Australia have not always done 
well in controlling the ‘fourth-tier’ of governance in body corporate estates (Burke, 2005). Great care 
would be needed to manage this new form. Significant focus should be placed on the efficacy of the 
proposed urban data trust in managing these interests in Toronto, and what other alternative formulations 
might be for the state to ensure public and citizen interests are maintained.  
 
There are obvious limitations of this paper, and its limited exploratory aims. The level of inquiry is still 
relatively superficial, with no interviews conducted with key actors or in-depth analysis of, say, the 
resister’s critique in Toronto, the types of technologies that are going to be developed (though for the 
transport aspects see Burke 2018) or such issues as the geography of inter-firm interactions likely at both 
Quayside and Cisco Smart City. As the two developments get underway and mature, a significant 
research agenda looking at new bespoke Smart City developments would add significantly to the 
literature on knowledge precincts. The broader research agenda in Smart Cities includes assessment of 
the efficacy of the current local, state and Commonwealth initiatives (including the much maligned Smart 
Cities and Suburbs Program grants), how Councils can avoid locking themselves into proprietary 
systems, how the overblown promises of urban hacktivism can become more than just talk, and what the 
best spatial patterning might be for knowledge precincts in an era of smart city tech.   
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