RIGHT NOW

“What you'll see,” predicts Cohen, “is
an equilibrium of those two sides.” Malloy
adds that “then, youd expect to see less pre-
dictability. The subtle and interesting part
of this,” he says, is that the equilibrium re-
mains undefined. “You see both sides play-
ing,” presenting a dynamic relationship in
which either side could conceivably take
the upper hand. Papers like “Lazy Prices”
might prompt more informed investment
decisions, but as firms respond, the target
will continue to move.  ~JOHN A. GRIFFIN
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URBAN TUNNEL VISION

Cities Too

Smart for
Their Own
Good!

OULDN’T EVERYONE want

ahometown that’s a “smart

city™ The answer seems

obvious: who, after all,
wants to live in a stupid city? And indeed,
the technologies touted by smart-city ad-
vocates can seem utopian: self-driving cars,
pothole-reporting apps, and sensors to de-
tect the public’s every need—all connected
by free public WiFi!

But for Ben Green, this utopian view is
precisely the problem. Informed by his ex-
perience designing technology for the cit-
ies of New Haven, Memphis, and Boston,
Green—now a doctoral candidate in ap-
plied math at Harvard’s Paulson School of
Engineering and Applied Sciences and an
affiliate of the Berkman Klein Center for
Internet and Society—believes the tech-
nologies sold to policymakers and the
public as tools of a brighter, optimized ur-
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ban future actually have much darker po-
tential. “The smart city threatens to be a
place where self-driving cars have the run
of downtowns and force out pedestrians,”
he writes in a new book, The Smart Enough
City (MIT Press), “where civic engagement
is limited to requesting services through an
app, where police use algorithms to justify
and perpetuate racist practices, and where
governments and companies surveil public
space to control behavior.”

At the heart of Greer’s warning is a mind-
set he calls “tech goggles,” a tunmel vision that
answers every problem with new technology.
Thus in “smart city” vision, seemingly apoliti-
cal aspirations like “smartness,” “efficiency,”
and “innovation” take on distorted meanings,
focused on technology to the exclusion of all
else. Often, Green said in an interview, “these
visions are put forward by tech companies
with clear profit motives to shift both what
the public wants and what city governments
believe is useful and valuable.”

As an example of tech-first thinking dis-
torting a solution, he draws a parallel be-
tween cities adapting to automobiles in the
early twentieth century and to autonomous
vehicles in the twenty-first. In the 1920s and
‘308, automakers and engineers pushed “sci-
entific” and “objective” methods for opti-
mizing trafhc speeds to pave the way for
their new transportation technology, the

car. Municipal roads redesigned for speed-
ing vehicles pushed bicycles, pedestrians,
public transit, and playing children off the
streets, forever changing the geography of
the American city.

Recent research into using autonomous
vehicles to reduce traffic is already repeating
this mistake, Green warns. In one instance,
researchers at MIT demonstrated the sup-

are trying to make a system more efficient,”
he said, “you are by definition cutting out
the things deemed inefficient. There’s a
great deal of hidden politics around what
is actually being defined” that way. And
when such political decisions are hidden
inside technology design, it becomes im-
possible for citizens to shape the future of
their own city.

Green brims with cautionary tales,
l from Sidewalk Labs (a subsidiary of
| Google’s parent company, Alphabet),
d using its control of New York City’s
free public WiFi hotspots
& toslurp up detailed per-

,I sonal data, to predictive
=" policing algorithms that
exacerbate biases in cities
from Oakland to Chicago by sending offi-
cers to patrol poor and minority neighbor-
hoods—and arrest the local residents for
minor crimes.

Green thinks it’s possible to escape these
“smart” mistakes without discarding tech-
nical innovation entirely, pointing to cities
that considered the social implications of
their data and technology as they were de-
veloping it—and were better for it. John-
son County, Kansas, for instance, used crime
statistics and other data not to direct po-
lice patrols but to expand social services
for citizens at risk of falling through the
cracks, before they entered the criminal jus-
tice system. “It’s not that cities should have
no people who care about technology,” he

When political decisions are hidden
inside technology design, citizens can’t shape
the future of their own city.

posed efficiency gains of self-driving cars
with a simulation of the intersection of Mas-
sachusetts and Columbus avenues in Bos-
ton’s South End. Instead of waiting at traf-
fic lights or crosswalks, the simulated cars
coordinated with each other to move seam-
lessly through the intersection. “But there’s
one important thing missing,” Green writes:
“People.”

If the simulation came to life in the real
South End, the bike lanes, crosswalks, and
walkable business districts that make it an
attractive place to live would vanish. For
Green, that’s a warning of how a seemingly
objective technical solution could obscure
intensely political decisions. “Any time you

said, “but they shouldr’t have their entire
sense of innovation and progress based
around technology.”

He hopes his book will be a wake-up call
both to practitioners already in the field
and to residents pushing for better cities.
He says cities should not compete to be
“smarter” than their peers if all that means
is having newer and more powerful tech-
nology. Instead, he challenges them to take
off the “tech goggles” and build the cities

people want to live in. ~BENNETT MCINTOSH
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