
Introduction
The City of Providence is one of 24 cities chosen in 2011 to receive an 
IBM Smarter Cities™ Challenge grant as part of IBM’s citizenship efforts 
to build a Smarter Planet™. Through this initiative, select teams have 
worked with cities throughout the world to analyze urban concerns 
ranging from public safety, budgeting and resource allocation, and the 
environment and make recommendations.

During three weeks in August 2011, a team of six IBM experts worked with 
the City of Providence to deliver recommendations on data-driven land 
use management to Mayor Angel Taveras and a wide range of stakeholders.

The opportunity
Providence is the capital of Rhode Island and its most populated city. 
Following the relocation of a major interstate, Providence has a once- 
in-a-generation opportunity to reclaim 19.5 acres of land in the midst 
of its bustling downtown region. Specifically, the reassigned land will 
boost the development of a revitalized ‘Knowledge District’ in the city 
center. State and City officials hope this will pave the way for high-paying 
jobs in growth sectors such as healthcare and bioscience, boosting the 
local economy.

To maximize this opportunity, the Mayor challenged the IBM team to 
create actionable recommendations for a new data-driven land-use 
management system that would promote the robust development of the 
city within and beyond the Knowledge District. 

To build and exploit such a system, the City understands that there are a 
number of organizational, cultural, process and technological challenges 
that will have to be overcome: 
•	 Currently, knowledge is captured by individuals and shared through 

ad-hoc collaboration and personal networks, making it difficult for those 
without these connections.

•	 Prospective developers, businesses and constituents cannot access information 
about the status of their applications online through the current system.

•	 A more open culture and a “system of systems” view is needed across City 
departments with stronger links and collaboration between organizations.

•	 Existing processes are inconsistent and not well documented, reducing 
confidence in the system. 

•	 The current systems are archaic, leading to duplication of data, lack of 
transparency and data integrity problems.

Highlights: 

•	 The	IBM	team’s	recommendations	are	
designed	to	improve	efficiency,	transparency,	
and	collaboration	for	the	City	in	order	to	build	
an	integrated	electronic	land-use	management	
system	to	serve	as	the	basis	for	a	state-wide	
system	and	foster	economic	development.

•	 The	IBM	team	recommends	streamlining	
permitting	processes,	including	the	
implementation	of	application	triage,	track	and	
trace,	pre-submission	reviews,	and	regular	
inter-department	operations	meetings.	

•	 At	an	organizational	level,	individuals	with	
similar	roles	need	to	consolidate	into	the		
same	team.

•	 Improve	information	technology	by	creating	
an	inventory	of	existing	applications	and	
developing	a	strategic	technology	plan.
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•	 The skills and capabilities of employees have not kept pace 
with the city’s changing requirements.

•	 The City has few performance indicators within or across 
departments, making it difficult to measure end-to-end cycle 
times or departmental performance.

Approach
The IBM team connected with a cross-section of constituents 
and community groups across the City of Providence, all with a 
vested interest in making the city ‘smarter’. Between August 1 
and August 19, the IBM team conducted more than 85 interviews 
with representatives from more than 25 organizations. Just over 
half were from government, the remainder from the community. 
In addition to conducting and analyzing the results from these 
interviews, the IBM team conducted its own best-practice 
research in the area of land-use management in order to 
formulate its recommendations.

Recommendations
The IBM team’s recommendations are designed to facilitate 
greater efficiency, greater alignment, better collaboration, more 
transparency and clear measurements for the City as it moves 
closer to its goal of building a more effective land-use 
management system – one with more predictable review 
and approval times – to foster economic development.

All the recommendations are actionable and have an identified 
owner within the City. Some recommendations require no new 
financial investment and can be implemented immediately. 
Others require a modest amount of new spending and can be 
considered during the next budget cycle. Others would require 
substantial new spending; here it is recommended that the City 
collaborates with the state and with other municipalities to share 
the costs.

Organization
At an organizational level, individuals with similar roles need to 
consolidate into the same team. This will encourage teamwork 
as well as closer collaboration between inter-dependent teams. 
In some cases, there will need to be a re-evaluation of job 
descriptions to more accurately reflect roles, skills and 
qualifications. Improved exploitation of existing partnerships 
is also recommended.

Processes
Process-related recommendations focus on the effectiveness 
of the City’s permitting procedures, looking at how these 
can be made more consistent, predictable and transparent. 
Proposed changes include triage of applications; track and 
trace; and a regular operations meeting between inter-
dependent departments to review performance indicators 
and perform pre-submission reviews. 
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Information technology
The recommendations around information technology include the 
creation of an inventory of existing applications, and rationalization 
where possible; the development of a strategic technology plan, 
architecture and standards; and finally the development of an 
integrated electronic land-use management system to serve as a 
basis for a state-wide system.

Performance indicators
Further proposals include the use of performance indicators. 
A standard set of these important measures should be developed, 
beginning with the permitting process, and made central to the 
management system. These can then be used to feed management 
dashboards at a departmental level all the way up to the mayor. 
In time, data analytics could be used to make the dashboards 
more forward-looking (i.e., predictive).

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

Conclusion
The City of Providence is moving to use this catalyst of change 
to develop an environment where current and future development 
both within and outside of the City is transparent, efficient and 
predictable. The future economic development of Providence 
depends on the execution of this plan – a plan the IBM team 
believes Providence is ready and well positioned for. In so doing, 
the City of Providence will have attained its full potential in 
keeping with the desire of its founder, Roger Williams, who 
famously claimed that “The greatest crime in the world is not 
developing your potential. When you do what you do best, 
you are helping not only yourself, but the world.” 


