
In 2010, IBM Corporate Citizenship launched the IBM Smarter  
Cities® Challenge to help 100 cities around the world over a three- 
year period become smarter through grants of IBM talent. Málaga, 
Spain, was selected through a competitive process as one of 33  
cities to be awarded a Smarter Cities Challenge grant in 2012. Since 
the program’s inception in 2010, more than 40 cities have received 
Smarter Cities Challenge grants, and many of these have already 
made great progress on the road to becoming more instrumented, 
interconnected and intelligent (additional information available at  
www.smartercitieschallenge.org).

The challenge
During a three-week period in May and June of 2012, a team of six IBM 
experts worked in Málaga at the request of Mayor Francisco de la Torre 
Prados, to deliver recommendations around key issues on economic 
sustainability as identified by the City Council. The Mayor’s challenge  
to the team was to develop a framework for a sustainable economy  
through actionable recommendations designed to enhance competitiveness. 

The City of Málaga, in Spain, is a culturally rich tourist destination with  
an excellent transport infrastructure, including a large international airport 
and high-speed domestic rail access. It plays a prominent role in driving 
political and economic growth in the region. The City was honored with 
the designation of “City of Science and Innovation” from Spain’s Ministry 
of Science and Innovation in 2011, is rolling out integrated projects around 
smart grids, electric vehicles, and is the home of the Technological Park  
of Andalusía, comprised of more than 500 enterprises, spanning industries  
as diverse as biopharmaceuticals, agriculture, maritime, transportation, arts and 
entertainment, and information and communication technology. Málaga’s 
leading sector is tourism, which employs more than 65 percent of the  
local population.

Despite this, Málaga faces many of the same challenges as other larger cities 
as the global economy becomes more competitive and Spain experiences  
a tightening credit market. With fewer new construction projects, there  
has been a significant decrease in employment. In fact, unemployment  
in Málaga has more than doubled in the past five years, to more than  
30 percent. The 50 percent unemployment rate within the 18-25 age  
range is disproportionately high and threatens to disenfranchise an  
entire generation. 
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Highlights: 

• Bold steps and a cultural shift are needed  
to drive entrepreneurship and retain talent.

• Technology is the underlying driver to each  
of the recommendations.

• To succeed, the City must implement a governance 
model that tracks specific, measurable, attainable, 
relevant and time-based metrics and key 
performance indicators.
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The City of Málaga is looking to find ways to promote 
sustainable economic development, diversify its economic 
base and grow the highly skilled labor base needed to stay 
competitive in the global economy.

Finding
Efforts to build a thriving commercial environment around 
new industry clusters have not experienced sustained growth 
without significant ongoing public funding. While more than 
100 businesses have been started in the 17 local incubators, 
only a few have expanded to more than 100 employees after 
leaving incubation. An entrepreneurial model of self-supporting, 
forward-looking, multinational business development with 
targeted expansion is needed to achieve a more diversified  
and sustainable economy for Málaga. In order to initiate this 
shift, bold steps and a cultural shift will be needed. The IBM 
Smarter Cities Challenge team was tasked with helping  
the City develop a roadmap toward sustainable economic 
development comprised of actionable recommendations  
to enhance the City’s competitiveness. 

Recommendations
The team spent three weeks on the ground in Málaga, meeting 
a wide set of stakeholders and analyzing available information 
and data. Its recommendations center on four key areas: 

Economic development strategy
The City of Málaga has a solid base of strategy from which to 
build an integrated approach, but is limited by a fragmentation 
of that strategy across different members of its economic 
development ecosystem. The City is challenged to bring these 
different views of strategy into a single view of the City’s core 
strengths and focus areas. 

Public-private collaboration
The City should undertake a number of initiatives aimed  
at improving collaboration between the public and private 
sectors results to provide more focused support for entrepreneurs; 
improve its ability to attract and retain key talent for specific 
industries; address challenges with commercializing academic 
intellectual property; and better align limited resources with 
key opportunities.

Branding
The City of Málaga needs to consolidate its multiple brands 
into a single, marketable brand for the City that is based on 
strengths of culture, lifestyle and infrastructure, and aligned 
with its economic and social goals.
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Technology
Málaga needs to make technology a much more visible part of 
the City’s fabric through opportunities for better collaboration, 
strong information management, a more open government 
and, ultimately, enhanced data-based decision making.

Conclusion
Málaga has a strong baseline of assets and advantages, as  
well as a vibrant culture and strong leadership. In order to 
optimize Málaga’s competitiveness, all stakeholders need to 
participate in a unified strategy and approach. Inherent to this 
new way of working will be the need for a coordinated effort 
and a strong governance system to ensure alignment with a 
single strategic plan. Critical to monitoring progress, Málaga 
needs to track key performance indicators and benchmark its 
progress. A single brand for the City will help Málaga more 
effectively communicate its strengths and target potential 
visitors and businesses effectively. 

For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com  
or visit smartercitieschallenge.org

Under a unified economic strategy, Málaga can more 
effectively attract and integrate the next generation of 
entrepreneurs and innovators to make the City more 
competitive in the new global digital economy. This will be 
further enhanced through a stronger relationship between 
the university and businesses. An increased and highly visible 
use of technology will contribute to realizing the goal of 
being a globally competitive, sustainable, Smarter City.




