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Michael E. Beehler

Did your city get smarter in 2020?
COVID-19, unrest in the streets and a contentious Presidential election 
significantly slowed efforts for smart cities and the positive economic 
development that results. 2021 is here. Let’s find a way to get back to 
building the smart infrastructure that makes a city smarter. 

What is a smart city and how does it contribute 
to positive economic development? 
A smart city is defined as the connection of basic infrastructure like roads 
and streets, water and wastewater, electric, gas and communications 
and more of diverse neighborhoods and communities built and operated 
in a 3D/4D/5D digital twin model to drive operational excellence, rev-
enue potential and sustainable customer lifestyles. Positive economic 
development occurs when cities employ the components that make cit-
ies smart such as master-planned infrastructure, emerging technologies 
in electrification that use clean, renewable energy, and a strong, robust 
broadband network to connect it all. 

Master planning is the foundation for smart cities. 
Zoning and densities; green infrastructure for storm water control, 
retention and detention; parks and recreation facilities with more trees, 
xeriscapes and playing fields with embedded moisture sensors for 
optimum turf health; underground utilities that add system resiliency and 
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beautify the streetscape; mobility 
features such as ride services, mass 
transit connections, embedded 
traffic sensors, parking capacity 
metrics and electric vehicle charging 
capabilities; interconnected highly 
energy and water efficient buildings 
that use transactive energy to share 
distributed resources across the grid 
and “net zero” buildings that over 
the year, use the energy and water 
that they produce on site. These 
features (and more) of a master-
planned smart city can reflect, 
enhance and promote the history, 
character, sustainability and vision 
of a community or city. 

A cleaner and more sustainable 
city is an “electric city” with elec-
tric mobility, more electric usage in 
commercial buildings, and electricity 
powering the smart emerging tech-
nologies of the future. Electrification fulfills the promise of cleaner cit-
ies with better use of renewable energy AND positions cities for direct 
current (DC) applications AND the coming hydrogen/fuel cell economy.  
New technologies for electrification also contribute to the design and 
construction of net zero buildings. Net zero energy buildings creates a 
sustainable community with the energy and water (in some cases) that 
is used on site being produced on site. https://www.energy.gov/eere/
buildings/zero-energy-buildings

High-capacity broadband connects it all. 
Broadband enables planners and entrepreneurs to employ new emerg-
ing technologies and to harness the power of data, turning data into 
information, and ultimately, action. Theoretically, this connectivity and 
the resulting data is used to create something new and desirable in our 
smart city. It is a premise that needs proof of concept at the micro scale 
in an “innovation neighborhood.”

Smart cities master-plan basic infrastructure 
and can create resilient systems and beautiful 

streetscapes. In this example in Hawaii, 
the road was widened significantly but the 

electric, phone and cable remained. 
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Innovation neighborhoods are small, diverse blocks about a square mile 
in size that are master planned for the best new ideas. New ideas are 
piloted to:

1) prove they work 

2) prove they work at scale 

3) prove an acceptable return on investment and 

4) prove customer acceptance 

Proven ideas are built into the next innovation neighborhood and the 
next and soon, the community or city is getting smarter. Smart cities are 
always improving because new technologies are constantly emerging. 

At the macro scale, ASCE has the Future World Vision at https://www.
futureworldvision.org with multiple city scenarios built for 10, 25 and 50 
years into the future.

What should a progressive, civic-minded local leader or mayor do to cre-
ate an innovation neighborhood? Consider a simple, six-step “action” 
plan for an innovation neighborhood in your community. 

1) Engage in a comprehensive community involvement program 
to identify which community should be the first innovation 
neighborhood. The buzz might be so strong that neighborhoods 
actively compete to be selected.

2) Produce a request for information (RFI) to gauge vendor inter-
est and ideas. Emerging technologies and artificial intelligence 
vendors have many new and interesting products and services 
to offer cities 

3) Develop a master plan based on community input and RFI 
results. This plan can be developed with prioritized core ele-
ments for budget flexibility, as cities can begin with the most 
promising technologies, then progress to others as resources 
allow and the public demands.

4) Issue a request for proposal (RFP) to pre-qualified product and 
service vendors for participation. In some cases, vendors will 
offer discounted products or services in exchange for the oppor-
tunity to test their offerings at this scale.

5) Build out the innovation neighborhood, the first scalable build-
ing blocks of a smart city.

6) Test, innovate and incorporate the lessons learned into the next 
innovation neighborhood.
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Utilities are local community stewards.

A potential partner in establishing an innovation neighborhood is the 
local electric utility. Utility leaders understand the regulatory restrictions, 
are usually well versed in pilot programs and are trusted and vested 
stakeholders in the community. Grid modernization and renewable dis-
tributed resource programs align with most smart city efforts, and the 
utility will be able to track innovation neighborhood assets as a single, 
cohesive system. Mayors and local leaders should call the CEO of the 
investor-owned utility or general manager of the public power utility or 
electric co-op and ask about how to become a smart city. 

Great examples of communities that have started smart city initiatives 
with their local utilities are:

Spokane’s Urbanova with Avista Utilities 

Urbanova is 770 acres of living laboratory for scalable, replicable 
and innovative projects in Spokane, Wash.’s downtown University 

District. Photo courtesy of Gonzaga University.

Smart Columbus (OH) with American Electric Power 

Austin Smart City Alliance with Austin Energy 

Envision Charlotte with Duke Energy

http://MikeBeehler.com
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Public Private Partnerships
Funding for master planning, new technologies and broadband to build 
a smart city requires leadership. Mayors and community leaders need to 
develop mutually beneficial public private partnerships (PPP’s) to bring 
much needed funding to smart city projects. PPP’s should be negotiated 
and developed with domestic investors, universities, development coun-
cils or other stakeholders like utilities. 

Electric utilities have a great opportunity to be a catalyst and lead in the 
development of smart cities and communities. It’s a pure play for the 
safer, cleaner and more resilient benefits of affordable electrification. 

Electric utilities can step up with a “new paradigm of thinking” and “leap 
frog” to real, deliverable 21st century solutions today. Solutions that will 
work at scale, have a reasonable ROI, and that customers/citizens will 
embrace. 

Where is my smart city? Waiting to be built. 

Someone has to lead….let it be us.
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Find more at

MikeBeehler.com
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