
Smarter Cities Challenge
2017 Application Guide

The IBM Smarter Cities Challenge provides cities around the world with grants of IBM expertise 
and technology to address their top strategic challenges. Winning cities receive a team of  
IBM experts who are deployed full-time in the city for three weeks, with all costs assumed  
by IBM Citizenship. IBM teams leverage the company’s cognitive computing, cloud platform, 
mobile and social analytics, and extensive weather data capabilities to provide Smarter Cities 
Challenge winners with deep, data-driven insights on their urban challenges and enable them 
to generate and evaluate options that improve policy development and decision-making. 

IBM invites cities interested in being considered for a 2017 – 2018 grant to submit a  
Statement of Interest from 6 to 24 February 2017 at smartercitieschallenge.org.
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Introduction
The 2016 World Cities Report by the UN  
Human Settlements Program (UN Habitat) 
identified the following key trends affecting  
the world’s cities today: 

• Urbanization and the rise of small  
and medium-sized cities

• Decentralization of government

• Climate change

• Migration

• Inequality

The interactions of these urban trends pose 
opportunities and challenges for cities around  
the world.

Urban shifts
By 2050, 66% of the world’s population will 
live in urban environments, with most of the 
growth happening in small and medium-sized 
cities. Urbanization, combined with growing 
decentralization, has forced local authorities 
to become more self-reliant and increase their 
capacity to fund local services and institutions, 
turning cities into incubators that can test new 
public policy and local government-led initiatives. 

Many cities are especially vulnerable to climate 
change due to their location, including major 
population centers in river deltas, coastlines and 
drought-prone regions. As cities around the world 
experience significant shifts from historic weather 
patterns and an increase in extreme weather 
events, effective local resiliency strategies have 
become increasingly important. 

Extensive migration across international borders 
has also had significant implications for urban 
communities, presenting both opportunities and 
challenges for cities receiving influxes of migrants. 
Large migration flows can rapidly increase the 
need for city services, such as affordable housing, 
employment opportunities and sanitation. But 
with the population aging in Europe and other 
regions, cities stand to benefit from migrants who 
can ease skill shortages and boost economies.  

Inequality has risen to the highest levels in the 
past three decades, interacting with the other 
trends in significant ways. Rapid population 
growth due to urbanization challenges the ability 
of many cities to provide services for residents 
in need, such as access to affordable housing, 
employment, transportation and healthcare. Low-
income populations often disproportionately bear 
the negative impacts of climate change, while 
migrants often are a vulnerable population whose 
access to social and financial capital has been 
significantly disrupted.  

These urban trends highlight priority areas for 
cities and regions to invest in and build capacity 
to support the needs of their current and future 
residents. 

The role of technology
Meanwhile, rapid technological advances in 
such areas as big data and cognitive computing 
are empowering city leaders to make better 
decisions and deliver services more effectively, 
efficiently and equitably. IBM cognitive computing 
and cloud capabilities can help cities tackle the 
most complex problems they face today.

IBM Watson® cognitive technology can 
understand unstructured data as well as learn, 
reason and interact. As a result, it can provide 
personalized recommendations based on data 
sets and trends that help answer some of the 
most complex questions facing city leaders. 
Watson cognitive capabilities can be used in 
a cloud environment, giving city leaders the 
ability to quickly develop, experiment and iterate 
applications and data analysis.

The Internet of Things (IoT) consists of all 
devices that are connected to the Internet and 
share data, such as mobile phones, vehicles and 
buildings. This explosion of real-time data from 
almost 13 billion Internet-connected devices gives 
decision makers the ability to monitor things, 
like energy usage, environmental conditions or 
traffic congestion, and make real-time changes 
automatically. They can subsequently take action, 

http://wcr.unhabitat.org/main-report/
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/news/population/world-urbanization-prospects-2014.html
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/news/population/world-urbanization-prospects-2014.html
http://citiscope.org/habitatIII/news/2016/06/eight-key-trends-define-two-decades-global-urbanization
http://citiscope.org/habitatIII/news/2016/06/eight-key-trends-define-two-decades-global-urbanization
https://www.ibm.com/watson/
http://www.ibm.com/internet-of-things/
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such as reducing energy waste in buildings by 
adjusting climate control on unseasonably warm 
or cold days, easing traffic congestion by adjusting 
traffic light times and warning residents about 
potential hazardous weather – all in real time.  
IBM Watson IoT™ advanced analytics use 
cognitive technology to make sense of this data 
and provide cities with insights for decision-making.  

IBM also brings data. Persistent urban concerns, 
such as transportation, energy, health and more,  
can be greatly impacted by variations in weather. 
Additionally, coastal cities face increased risk 
associated with natural disasters, such as 
hurricanes and floods. With the IBM acquisition of  
The Weather Company® and its ability to leverage 
data from 2.2 billion global forecast points, cities 
benefit from more accurate predictions of storm 
path, intensity and timing — and city leaders are 
better able to make life-saving decisions. The 
acquisition of The Weather Company means  
IBM has access to the most accurate weather 
data in the world, as verified by third-party studies. 

IBM Corporate Citizenship
The Smarter Cities Challenge is a signature 
IBM Citizenship initiative that contributes IBM 
technology and the skills and expertise of teams 
of IBM experts to address key challenges facing 
cities around the world. IBM cognitive computing 
and big data capabilities provide Smarter Cities 
Challenge winners with deep, data-driven insights 
on their urban challenges and enable them to 
generate and evaluate options that improve  
policy development and decision-making.  
This leads the way for creative new solutions.

Over the past six years, more than 132 cities have 
been selected to receive grants, each valued at 
$500,000; total contributions to date are valued 
at more than $66 million. Winning cities have used 
the recommendations prepared by IBM Smarter 
Cities Challenge teams to make substantive 
progress on a diverse array of urban issues, 
including transportation, infrastructure, social 
services and economic development.

Program overview
Cities apply for a Smarter Cities Challenge grant 
by identifying a pressing strategic challenge that 
they propose to advance with IBM’s support. 
Winning cities welcome a team of five to six IBM 
experts, who work closely with city leaders for a 
three-week period on their proposed challenge. 

During the project, the IBM team meets with 
dozens of stakeholders in government, business, 
nonprofits and other organizations to gather 
diverse perspectives about root causes and 
potential solutions to the challenge at hand. The 
team gathers and analyzes data and assesses 
best-practice approaches implemented by  
peer cities. 

At the end of the engagement, the IBM  
team presents deliverables that may include 
strategic recommendations; proof of concept 
or prototype tools that leverage data to support 
decision-making; implementation roadmaps 
and workshops; and training to transfer skills and 
build staff capacity. These outputs draw on the 
technical experience and strategic insight of the 
IBM team, city staff and residents to incorporate 
the entire community’s insight.

Upon completion of the grant, executive 
summaries of each project are posted 
on the Smarter Cities Challenge website 
(smartercitieschallenge.org) alongside  
relevant video, press coverage and full reports  
to share experiences and build capacity.

http://www.theweathercompany.com/
https://smartercitieschallenge.org/
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Smarter Cities Challenge highlights 
The Smarter Cities Challenge has worked with 
a diverse portfolio of cities around the world, 
ranging from regional hubs to global leaders, 
including Nairobi, Detroit, Glasgow, Rio de Janeiro 
and Chennai. Each grant is tailored to the unique 
opportunities and challenges of the recipient 
city, and IBM teams have addressed a wide 
range of topics. The impact of the program has 
been recognized by the White House, the federal 
governments of South Korea and Australia, 
the Committee for Encouraging Corporate 
Philanthropy and New York Times columnist 
Nicholas Kristof, among others. 

Past winners have implemented their Smarter 
Cities Challenge recommendations to tangibly 
improve the lives of their citizens, as described  
in the following examples: 

• Memphis, TN, USA, and IBM worked 
to decrease demand for Emergency 
Management System (EMS) services by 
improving the city’s ability to provide targeted, 
preventive health services and  reducing the 
incidence of nonemergency 911 calls. This will 
improve response times to real emergency 
calls while improving access to healthcare for 
the poor, who disproportionately use EMS as 
their primary medical provider.

• Pingtung County, Taiwan, won the  
2015 Energy Smart Communities Initiative 
(ESCI) Best Practices Award from among 
200 submissions across Asia Pacific for 
its implementation of a smart microgrid, 
based on its Smarter Cities Challenge 
recommendations. The ESCI was launched 
in 2010 by President Obama and Japanese 
Prime Minister Naoto Kan.

• Dublin, Ireland, worked with IBM to assess 
the feasibility of adopting solar power and 
ultimately successfully installed solar panels 
on the roofs of almost all city government 
buildings.  

• Porto Alegre, Brazil, created Digital PoA, 
a program supporting the city’s new policy 
of open data to facilitate two-way dialogue 
among citizens and city officials to understand 
the priorities of citizens and allocate tax money 
accordingly. This included adjusting public 
transportation routes to increase access to 
health facilities for underserved residents.

• Pyeongchang County, South Korea,  
host of the 2018 Olympics, is developing  
and promoting new tourism opportunities in 
the region that extend beyond its ski areas to 
the natural beauty in the southern part of the 
county. This will help close the socioeconomic 
gap that has existed in the county and lay the 
foundation for a stronger tourism industry 
beyond the Winter Games.

• Syracuse, NY, USA, like many cities along  
the US Rust Belt, has seen an outmigration 
of jobs and people from the city center to 
the suburbs. The resulting rise in vacant 
properties, exacerbated by the foreclosure 
crisis, has negative impacts across all 
segments of society. Syracuse used its 
Smarter Cities Challenge insights to identify 
neighborhoods that were at risk of increased 
home vacancy and target its limited resources 
to stabilize neighborhoods where they would 
have the greatest impact. 

• Townsville, Australia, earned the prestigious 
National Smart Infrastructure Award for 
the IBM/Townsville Smart Water Pilot that 
is currently underway to reduce water 
consumption.

You can find more information on past grants, 
including samples of successful applications,  
at smartercitieschallenge.org. 

https://smartercitieschallenge.org/
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Responsibility of host organization
As a partner in the Smarter Cities Challenge 
engagement, the host city’s close collaboration 
with IBM is essential to achieving the greatest 
impact through the grant project. The host city 
is responsible for garnering support for the 
project prior to and during the IBM team’s three 
weeks on-site. This means dedicating key staff 
members to support the IBM team’s work on a 
day-to-day basis as well as building interest and 
momentum throughout the organization and with 
key community stakeholders for the project. 

Key roles
• City leader: Mayor or equivalent chief 

executive officer (such as City Manager or 
Chief Administrative Officer) who is personally 
committed to the project and identifies that 
the topic is a top priority for the administration 
and citizens. Is available to provide high-level 
guidance to the IBM team by meeting with 
them on the first day of the project, attending 
the kick-off event and receiving the final 
recommendations.

• Executive sponsor: Strategic thinker who is 
effective at driving change. Reports directly 
to the city leader. Has authority over budget, 
resources and scope of the proposed project, 
and affirms that the project is a top priority. 
Provides expertise in the subject matter. Is 
personally accessible for meetings with the 
IBM team throughout the project. Ensures 
that pre-deployment planning and logistical 
requirements of the IBM Smarter Cities 
Challenge project are met. 

• Project manager: Supports executive sponsor 
in executing terms of grant prior to the three-
week engagement, while IBMers are on site 
and in follow-up reporting activities. (Note: 
Project manager does not need not to be 
identified in Phase I of the application process.)  

Pre-deployment 
• Adhere to the project planning schedule.

• Executive sponsor meets weekly with the 
Smarter Cities Challenge program manager, 
beginning 12 weeks prior to the three-week 
engagement.

• Submit information needed to prepare for the 
grant by the deadlines provided in the planning 
schedule. This may include open data related 
to the project topic, stakeholder introductions 
and additional information about the project 
issue and the city.

• Provide a comprehensive list of stakeholders 
who are critical to the project’s success. 

• Ensure stakeholders are informed about  
the project and ready to collaborate with  
the Smarter Cities Challenge team.

• Prepare and finalize the stakeholder meeting 
and event schedule one week prior to the 
Smarter Cities Challenge team’s arrival.

• Ensure the city leader is confirmed to 
participate in meeting the IBM team, attending 
the kickoff event and receiving the final 
recommendations. 

Project logistics
• Provide a physical space close to key 

organizational leaders for the IBM team to 
use as a workspace during the three-week 
engagement. This space should be  
equipped with Internet access.

• Provide a physical space or help locate a 
public venue where the program kickoff  
and final presentation events will take place.

Reporting
• Report progress and impact to IBM Corporate 

Citizenship on a quarterly basis for 12 months 
following grant implementation.

• Meet with IBM Smarter Cities Challenge staff 
at least once in the 12 months following grant 
implementation.
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Project topic and IBM capabilities
The Smarter Cities Challenge is a partnership 
between the city and IBM Corporate Citizenship 
that brings the city’s knowledge, assets and data 
together with IBM’s expertise and technology to 
create impactful solutions.  

Each Smarter Cities Challenge team is tailored to 
bring the most relevant cross-disciplinary skills 
to bear on the city’s challenge. For example, IBM 
teams may include experts in cognitive analytics, 
predictive modeling, cloud infrastructure, IoT, 
weather data, mobile, security and strategic 
consulting. 

IBM is seeking project proposals which there is 
clear alignment between the value IBM can bring 
with its expertise and technology solutions, which 
may include the following: 

The Weather Company (an IBM Business)
With the acquisition of The Weather Company and 
its data from 2.2 billion weather forecast points, 
IBM offers the most accurate, personalized and 
actionable weather data and insights to millions of 
people and organizations around the world. This 
helps improve decision-making and responses  
to the weather’s impact. For example, The 
Weather Company forecasts and notifications 
can help cities engage in predictive planning to 
mitigate potential damage from extreme weather 
events and coordinate services for vulnerable 
populations. Smarter Cities Challenge teams  
may leverage analytical solutions or raw data  
from The Weather Company to address 
municipal challenges.

Learn more: The Weather Company solutions 
and weather data

Watson Analytics and APIs
Watson cognitive computing capabilities give 
users the ability to analyze and draw insights 
from what would be an overwhelming amount 
of unstructured or difficult-to-consume data and 
make decisions based on evidence. The solution 
can understand different forms of information,  

including spoken or written natural language,  
to reason and understand underlying concepts, 
becoming more advanced over time. Smarter 
Cities Challenge teams may use IBM Watson 
Analytics™ capabilities and/or APIs to derive 
insights from city data and other publicly  
available data. 

Learn more: Watson Analytics and  
Watson APIs

Watson IoT
The IBM Watson IoT™ cognitive system enables 
cities to harness data shared by the billions of 
devices that are connected to the Internet, such 
as mobile phones, vehicles and buildings. Watson 
IoT cognitive capabilities can derive insights 
from unstructured information, such as images, 
weather and social media data. For example, 
Watson IoT solutions can analyze weather data 
with trends in road surface complaints to identify 
when more road maintenance will be required 
to fix or prevent potentially dangerous road 
conditions, such as large potholes. 

Learn more: Watson IoT

IBM SafetyNet
IBM SafetyNet is a data management solution 
designed to help social service providers collect, 
analyze and manage their client, program and 
funding contract data so they can gain insight 
into their outcome metrics, enabling them to 
improve services to populations in need. Smarter 
Cities Challenge teams may examine how a city’s 
social services are being managed by reviewing 
its nonprofit providers’ current processes and 
systems and recommending a framework to 
optimize service delivery.  

Learn More: IBM SafetyNet

https://business.weather.com/industry-solutions
https://business.weather.com/products/the-weather-company-data-packages
https://www.ibm.com/us-en/marketplace/watson-analytics#https://www.ibm.com/us-en/marketplace/watson-analytics
https://www.ibm.com/watson/developercloud/services-catalog.html
http://www.ibm.com/internet-of-things/
https://www.ibmsafetynet.org/
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Selection criteria 
A key objective of the selection process is to 
assess the organization’s potential to work 
collaboratively with the Smarter Cities Challenge 
program and its capacity to make progress on 
the IBM team’s recommendations following the 
three-week engagement. Cities are encouraged 
to consider the following selection criteria when  
submitting a Smarter Cities Challenge application:

Quality of proposed project
• Proposed projects can address a diverse 

range of urban issues, such as economic 
opportunity; water, energy and the 
environment; infrastructure and urban 
planning; affordable housing; social services; 
transportation; social equity; and public safety.

• The challenge should be a priority for city 
leadership to address in the next 6 – 12 
months, with agreement from leadership  
that this is a high-need area of inquiry.

• The proposal should outline a critical 
strategic challenge to be explored rather 
than a known solution to be implemented.

• There should be clear alignment with  
the value IBM can bring with its expertise  
in data analytics, cognitive computing  
and strategic consulting.

• Data should underpin the proposed 
challenge. While the city need not already 
have access to all the data necessary to 
complete the project, it should have a vision  
for how data may help address the challenge. 

• The project must be meaningful, catalytic  
and achievable in a three-week period,  
and it should benefit from the collaboration  
of IBM cross-disciplinary experts. 

• The city should be well-positioned to act 
on the Smarter Cities Challenge team’s 
recommendations and carry the work 
forward after the three-week project. This 
includes having commitment from leadership, 
resources to drive the work forward and 
strong working relationships with relevant 
stakeholders.

City commitment, culture and capacity
• Demonstrate strong, dynamic leadership 

with clear track records of innovation and 
accomplishment.

• Affirm that the city leader will be personally 
accessible for meetings with the IBM team  
at the kick-off, at midpoint and at the close  
of the project.

• Demonstrate that the project is a top priority 
for the city and city leader.

• Identify an executive sponsor from senior 
staff who would provide access to key 
stakeholders during the engagement.

• Demonstrate the support of governmental 
and civic leaders who have oversight over 
other relevant parts of the topic area. While 
applications must be submitted by a local or 
regional government entity, partnerships with 
key stakeholders in the government, private, 
academic and nonprofit (voluntary) sectors  
are encouraged.

• Lay out a robust plan for implementing the 
recommendations delivered by the Smarter 
Cities Challenge team. Applications that 
propose to leverage additional resources to 
address the application topic are encouraged. 
For example, federal or state/provincial funding 
secured; municipality has earmarked funding 
for implementing recommendations; funding 
and/or technical assistance secured from 
private funders, such as foundations.

• Describe the city’s capacity to monitor 
progress and measure outcomes from the 
Smarter Cities Challenge engagement and 
commit to reporting progress and impact 
to IBM on a quarterly basis for 12 months 
following grant implementation.

Statements of Interest will be accepted 6 – 24 
February 2017 at smartercitieschallenge.org.  
Select applicants will be invited to submit 
applications 6 – 17 March 2017.

https://smartercitieschallenge.org/
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Eligibility 

For the 2017 cycle, the Smarter Cities Challenge 
is open to local and regional general-purpose 
governing bodies, including cities, counties, 
prefectures, boroughs and districts. Special 
districts, such as port authorities, school districts 
or utility districts, are not currently eligible for  
the program.

Cities that have previously received a Smarter 
Cities Challenge grant are eligible to apply for 
a second grant. The city must demonstrate 
substantive progress on the topic of their first 
grant. The new application may propose to build 
on the accomplishments resulting from the first 
grant or address a new topic.

Language
The Statement of Interest and application 
materials should be submitted in English.  
IBM will provide interpreters for project scoping 
discussions and finalist interviews with applicants 
as needed. The three-week project can be 
conducted in English or a local language.

Location
Applications are welcome from all geographies 
across the globe. If you have questions about 
whether the proposed location of work meets 
IBM requirements for safety and accessibility, 
please email info@smartercitieschallenge.org.

2017 selection process
The Smarter Cities Challenge 2017 selection 
process will consist of five phases: 

Phase I: Complete Statement of Interest
• Write 500 words or fewer describing the 

proposed project. 

• Submit the Statement of Interest online  
at smartercitieschallenge.org.

• Dates: 6 – 24 February 2017

Phase II: Complete application
• A select number of applicants will be invited to 

complete the application, elaborating on the 
challenge laid out in their Statement of Interest.

• Submit the application online at 
smartercitieschallenge.org.

• Dates: 6 – 17 March 2017

Phase III: Project scoping discussion 

• A select number of applicants will be invited to 
participate in a project scoping discussion with 
the Smarter Cities Challenge program team. 
Discussions will be conducted by telephone 
and will include the city’s executive sponsor 
and any other relevant city staff contributing  
to the project.

• Expected discussion length: 1 – 2 hours

• Dates: March – April 2017

Phase IV: Finalist interviews
• A select number of applicants that show the 

most promise to yield impact from a Smarter 
Cities Challenge award will be selected for 
a finalist interview, to be attended by the city 
leader, executive sponsor and key staff.

• Expected interview length: 1 hour

• Dates: April – May 2017

Phase V: All applicants notified
• Applicants will be informed of their  

selection status.

• Dates: May 2017

2017 – 2018 project deployments
• Awarded projects will be deployed June  

2017 – May 2018.

If you have any questions about the program  
or application process, please reach out to the 
IBM Citizenship Manager for your geography or 
contact the IBM Smarter Cities Challenge program 
team at info@smartercitieschallenge.org.

mailto::info%40smartercitieschallenge.org?subject=
https://smartercitieschallenge.org/
https://smartercitieschallenge.org/
mailto::info%40smartercitieschallenge.org?subject=

