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Cities are increasingly finding themselves at the center of societal challenges, as people all around the world flock to urban areas in the hope of a better life (slide 2). Cities are considered crossroads of civilizations where the local interacts with the global, where tradition dialogues with modernity and where the economy is intertwined with the culture. Should we connect the dots between different global trends that are currently reshaping our world, we arrive at two major conclusions. First, that innovation is gaining momentum in developing and developed countries alike and second that urbanization has become one of the dominant trends of our present time and of the future. 

Humanity is now half urban and is expected that by 2050 close to 70% of the world populations live in urban centers (slides 3, 4 and 5) representing large-scale consumers of water, energy, natural and processed products.

Urban administrators in most countries, even today, are facing huge challenges from traffic jams (slide 6) to inefficient infrastructure to social inequality to housing and energy inefficiencies.  If the consumption habits of today stay the same, the increase in CO2 and other environmental hazards will be debilitating factors for continuation of life.  

These problems are complex and hard to tackle- but the urban centers in this age of globalization must devise new strategies and initiatives for creating a sustainable roadmap. 

A wide range of policies can respond to multiple environmental risks. Reducing carbon emissions and energy use, reducing city smog and helping protect or manage water and food systems and natural habitats are among some of preferred measures. But as the United Nations latest report on “Climate Action and Support Trends” (published in August 2019) warns “that after a short period of stabilization, global greenhouse gas emissions have continued to rise. Despite clear progress in some areas, efforts by countries to achieve their national climate action plans are currently not sufficient to achieve the goals of the Paris Agreement”.

Thus, what is surely needed is a paradigm shift or change in habitual living styles of people.
As Einstein once said, “We can’t solve problems with the type of thinking we used to create them.” This means that we must challenge the familiar belief systems that both design and society currently hold.

To combat the prevailing challenges, some cities are forging ahead with the enabler use of technology and innovation in urban planning and governance models, showing that with the right focus and resources, they can become smart or more sustainable cities. Technology and innovation are critical components in driving economic growth in future cities. The inter-linkages between design and technology, therefore, are considered key to future sustainability.

Design in all its diverse forms  (slide 7),  including urban design, information architecture, use of solar energy in industrial design (slide 8), interior design, landscape architecture, product design, process design (slide 9, 10_ etc.;) can be important and strategic in this respect (slide 4 and 5 and 6). These policies could also include mixed use zoning, use of greenbelts, developing mass transit, pedestrian zones, bike orientated development plans and prudent land management that could provide an opportunity for cities to build on existing initiatives and good practice in urban planning (slide 11).

It is important to review systematically design processes over time and to assess whether digital mechanisms for city infrastructure such as waste management, water, sanitation and power supply can be better designed for future platforms.

New technologies and research findings can assist to make an urban center more livable and beautiful. It can also help develop an “urban risk database” that could allow a better understanding of the multiple and interconnected challenges facing cities be it climate hazards, resource scarcities or, damage to ecosystems. The use of digital platforms (Slide 13) and tools to improve long-term integrated urban planning and design, land administration and management, as well as access to urban and metropolitan services and facilities (slide 14) are the latest trend in constructions of future and creative cities.  One example is a Netherlands study which found that by coating paving blocks in titanium oxide the pavement pulls harmful nitrogen oxides out of the air and converts them into less dangerous chemicals such as nitrates which are less harmful to environment.
Many such decisions to benefit from the latest technologies and innovation are an extension of integrated urban planning and infrastructure investment.

· Furthermore, intensified population growth and increasing pressures on urban systems call for rethinking the linear economic model upon which cities operate today (slide 15). The circular economy offers cities a systemic framework to address some of their most pressing challenges and create new opportunities for building resilient and prosperous communities with the potential to greatly reduce greenhouse gas emissions and material consumption while, at the same time, realizing economic growth and stimulating employment opportunities.

· It worth mentioning, however, that a number of smart urban schemes have recently run into delays, dialed down their ambitious goals, or priced out their planners. The example of these could be that of Masdar City in Abu Dhabi or Songdo in South Korea. A new project in Toronto, called “Quayside”, is hoping to change that pattern of failures by rethinking an urban neighborhood from the ground up and rebuilding it around the latest digital technologies. One of the project’s goals is to base decisions about design, policy, and technology on information from an extensive network of sensors that gather data (Slide 15) on everything from air quality to noise levels to people’s activities.

· The plan calls for all vehicles to be autonomous and shared. Robots will roam underground doing menial chores like delivering the mail. The developer Sidewalk Labs says it will open access to its software and systems so other companies can build services on top of them. Quayside try to avoid the pitfalls that have plagued previous smart-city initiatives.

· A pilot power plant just outside Houston, in the heart of the US petroleum and refining industry, is testing a technology that could make clean energy from natural gas a reality. The company behind the 50-megawatt project, Net Power, believes it can generate power at least as cheaply as standard natural-gas plants and capture essentially all the carbon dioxide released in the process.

· If so, it would mean the world has a way to produce carbon-free energy from a fossil fuel at a reasonable cost.

For its part, China is undergoing unprecedented urbanization. By 2035, nearly 70% of the Chinese population will live in urban areas: that is over a billion city dwellers in China alone.

Since 2008, the Chinese government recognizing the need to reduce carbon emissions and mitigate climate change, has adopted the new concept of eco-city.  Since then, the development of such cities has been supported by the National Development and Reform Council.  Urbanization in China is a comprehensive process involving changes in many areas, including ongoing process of industrialization, rural-to-urban migration, structural and spatial changes of urban system, and institutional innovation. China’s cities can serve as engines for growth, as models for innovative development, as leaders in environmental protection, and as places that have a high quality of life, prosperity, and health.

The ‘smart-eco city’ concept captures the recent trend for future-oriented urban development schemes in China. In January 2013 the first batch of national pilot smart cities (90 in total) including cities at municipal, districts, counties and towns were launched. The second and third batches of 103 and 277 pilot smart cities were initiated in 2015 and on 16 March 2014, the Chinese government announced the new National Urbanism Plan (2014-2020) with six major direction for smart city development (5 factors” new industry (slide 17), new environment (slide 18), new mode (slide 19), new life and new services (slide 20) using broadband information and communication network, digitization of planning and management, smart infrastructure, development of modern industries  and convenient public services.

Since we are in Tianjin let me make a mention of the Tianjin Eco-City’s light rail system which is an example of sustainable development projects. The emphasis in this project is on public transport and use of non-motorized modes of transport.

Tianfu New District in the south of Chengdu is named as “sponge city”. The model plan include all measures leading to a better environment and industrial schemes. (slide 23) and the list goes on.
This being said, one should emphasize that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to a technological advance urban model. The future of any city must adequately serve the needs of the communities who live in it and must be rooted in its own individual identity, culture and its urban heritage. Taking this as a prerequisite, it is our belief that the global community must make every effort to save our blue planet from the pending disasters related to environmental degradation and pollution, water scarcity, deforestation, depletion of energy, soil erosions and delaying further global warming and climate change. Respect for these principles, will lead to peace and prosperity for all citizens in our global community and will lead to reduction of poverty and immigrations. In order to implement these universal policies there is a need for leadership by city stakeholders, regional and national government, international funding agencies, philanthropic, academia, and private sector. Let us not forget that the organic relationship between environment, creativeness and cities must be enhanced by a just integrations of all citizens.  Given the rising tensions between “have” and “have not” in our community of nations, this is the lesson not to be forgotten.
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