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Overstretch the urban planning and design disciplines to explore the digital world

-Uncovering a new expression of urbanism and the challenges faced by in smart cities

By Momo Andrea Destro and Giannantonio Bongiorno

Panel discussions by C foundation extend explorations and expectations on the future. In this article, |

would like to engage myself as dialogist to state my observation and ideas on our future city.

Nowadays, large urban centers can be defined by a combination of local habitat and global network:
the metropolis is turning into a cosmopolis, the cities beyond national or regional influences have
the possibility of expanding their strength and abilities in much more integrated global and local

perspectives.

Within years, cities across the globe will be equipped with technologies that will enable newer and
updated services and functions together with articulated data monitoring systems. Energy saving, better
management for the city systems, traffic management and smart energy distributions are the most
evident results of such technologies: their implementation will also generate the basis for improvements

and new concepts.

But isn’t it reductive to think just in terms of efficiency and new services? What if this new wave of
technological implementation could bring citizens at the center? By making them the real engine of the
city, they will be able to provide suggestions, ideas and implementations that could ease the job of urban

planners, architects and policy makers.



Intersecting information-communication technologies with data management, the term ‘Smart City’

could then define the intersection of digital and physical spaces.

The new uses of networks are quickly rendering obsolete the traditional methods of conceiving urban
planning. Does a neighborhood still have sense in a time when we can have access to global and local
neighborhoods provided by the net? How can this influence space design and management? At the
same time, there still needs to be an exploration into the expression of information and communication

technologies into architecture. This in turn will allow the space to engage with the data flow.

As Andrea Palladio said: “The beauty is the result from the beautiful shape and from the correspondence
of the whole to the parts, of the parts amongst themselves, and of these again to the whole; so that
the structures may appear an entire and complete body, wherein each member agrees with the other
and all members are necessary for the accomplishment of the building”. (Andrea Palladio, 4 books of

Architecture).

If the tools of Palladio’s architecture were the dome, the column and their interrelation, the planner/
designer now has to work with the physical elements of the building as well as with its interrelation with

the digital world. Its new beauty will be the correspondence between these two different experiences.

A new discipline that will overstretch the urban planning and design disciplines to explore the
digital world is therefore necessary, thus connecting the physical environment with the virtual space.

Integration of disciplines is also vital and it will be more feasible within the next few years.

In regards to the massive technological changes that are happening, we should ask ourselves what could

be the new directions for better urban environments.

The problems faced by cities should be addressed and solved by a new way of urban planning that
considers the city as a semilattice of interrelation, further expanding on the previous theory explained by

Christopher Alexander in his article titled “The city is not a tree”. It should also use the info-technology



not to only solve the problems, but to enhance the new possibility that such an approach can generate.
The new opportunity is to link the planning discipline with a variety of individuals coming from
different backgrounds, as well as a variety of disciplines that are able to interconnect and further expand

the possibilities of city planning.

As for Palladio’s use of the technology of that time, smart technologies should focus on the one
method that enhances the beauty of creation: interrelation. It is not the simple implementation of these
technologies that will make a city smarter but is the vision behind and how these tools are interrelated

that could turn it successful.

As an example, in a city conceived as a central business core and a residential suburbia, smart city
technologies would help to better manage the traffic but would not solve the root problem that force the

people to use the car to move from home to work.

The risk is that instead of living in a smart environment in the future, we would be dominated by
structures that will make us more vulnerable than before. On the other hand, city planners, urban
activists and policy makers should consider the new possibilities that smart technology unlock in order

to enhance their vision of a city built around the citizen.

The modern city as we know it is a recent concept that has less than 150 years of history. It is rooted in
fundamental modern inventions of the last century such as the elevator, reinforced concrete for buildings, water
management, electricity and mobility for cities. But what if the contemporary technological developments
would be applied in a much more integrated way? The interwoven possibilities that data flow management,

programming, the use and design of spaces and envelopes could generate needs to be investigated.

The challenge consists in defining the proper use of the new tools both in terms of physical and digital
infrastructures, connecting it with the space and the current need of the society. New directions for
planning should be based on user centered design approaches together with implementations that focus

on future scenarios designed with collective intelligence.



In this perspective, data collection and management could be used not only to further enhance services
and functions, but also in being the main source of information for newly planned activities or
development. In this sense. with our definition of “intelligent urbanism”, we want to propose a model
for the city development in which the citizen becomes an active stakeholder of the urban space: each

citizen becomes a part of a bigger environment and is able to actively contribute to this.
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