
Introduction
As part of a commitment to 100 cities around the world, IBM 
selected Christchurch, New Zealand, to receive a Smarter Cities 
Challenge® grant. During three weeks in May 2013, a team of  
six IBM executives worked to deliver recommendations on a  
key challenge identified by the Mayor and the Canterbury 
Development Corporation.

The challenge
Christchurch experienced a devastating series of earthquakes in 2010  
and 2011 in which 185 lives were lost, 100,000 homes were damaged and 
more than 70% of the central city was destroyed. The result has been a 
decrease in population, and the movement of businesses out of the central 
commercial area. As Christchurch is New Zealand’s second largest city, 
rebuilding both its infrastructure and economy are of national importance. 

Out of the tragedy has emerged a unique opportunity: not simply a  
“once-in-a-lifetime” opportunity but a “once” opportunity to revisit an 
entire modern city with a clean sheet of paper. It is estimated that NZ$40 
billion will be spent on the rebuild; this is a chance to generate long-term, 
sustained economic development to ensure the money spent is recycled 
into the local economy rather than just passing through as part of  
a construction bubble. 

Determined to get the rebuild right, City leaders asked IBM to:

Provide a fresh set of eyes to the plans surrounding the 
rebuild, identify any opportunities that may have been 
overlooked and develop a set of recommendations to 
create a Smarter City framework for Christchurch. 
This should maximise the opportunities that can accrue 
from the use of technology, a fledgling innovation 
ecosystem, the education and engagement of citizens 
and the unique capabilities of the surrounding 
agricultural region.

Highlights: 

•	 Leverage	the	quality	of	the	Canterbury		
region’s	unique	products

•	 Invest	in	a	sustainable	workforce

•	 Unite	education	and	business	under	a		
common	goal

•	 Harness	the	creativity	and	innovation	of		
local	people

•	 Future-proof	the	region’s	digital	infrastructure
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Findings and recommendations
In addition to a well-educated workforce, the Canterbury 
region is blessed with a multitude of natural gifts that support 
a prosperous agricultural sector and high quality of life. Despite 
these advantages, the Christchurch economy was in decline 
before the earthquakes, with many of the brightest people 
leaving for higher wages and better job prospects overseas. 

During its time in Christchurch, the team observed the following:
•	 Christchurch is no further from the Internet than any other 

city in the world
•	 Christchurch is known as a great place to live, and it also 

needs to be known as a great place to work
•	 Christchurch has the potential to become the Silicon Valley 

of Australasia
•	 Canterbury farmers water their crops with the equivalent of 

Evian water yet they export their milk as powder
•	 Christchurch and the greater Canterbury region could be the 

smart agriculture showcase of the Asia Pacific, if not the world
•	 New Zealand needs to translate its fierce, unabated and brash 

attitude in rugby to business
•	 Christchurch relies on two communication cables lying next 

to each other in Auckland, leading to a question of reliability 
and security of Internet connection to the rest of the world

The team believes the following set of recommendations  
will help meet all the objectives of the challenge. 
1. Leverage the region’s reputation for high quality, healthy, 

sustainable, trusted products through exportable agribusiness 
and by fiercely defending its intellectual property (IP).

2. Master the art of “premiumisation” to emphasise attributes 
unique to the region that cannot be easily replicated on the 
global market. 

3. Create a workforce management and modelling system to 
maximise the inflow of capital and create a balanced economy. 

4. Develop an integrated education system and capitalise on 
the competitive advantages of Christchurch’s education 
institutions in order to strengthen the brand and develop  
a local talent pipeline to drive economic growth.

5. Develop and lead a number of “collaboration hubs” that 
bring together local and global universities, schools, 
businesses and agencies, and investment in select areas  
of community interest. 

6. Use social technology to engage the creativity and energy  
of local people in efforts that bring lasting value to the city. 

7. Build on the region’s impressive collection of assets to 
create a world-class innovation ecosystem.

8. Create a resilient digital infrastructure so as to be 
considered a highly desirable location for technology 
businesses in Australasia.
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For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com  
or visit smartercitieschallenge.org

Conclusion
The key ingredients for success are already present  
in Christchurch, including a well-educated workforce,  
motivated community and inflow of capital. The barriers  
can be overcome by focusing on innovation across a broad 
range of industries, services and infrastructure. The key  
to success is collaboration.

“We inherited a 19th century city, but due to 
the earthquake in 2011 we have an opportunity 
to look at what it means to be a knowledge-
intensive ‘Smarter City’. What will that 
mean for the residents of Christchurch? 
What compelling idea might the team come 
up with as a first element of the journey, which 
can be implemented in the short term and be 
embraced by the citizens?”

	–	Mayor	Bob	Parker
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