
Nomura Research Institute Singapore Pte. Ltd - Manila Branch

Before the pandemic
happened, many people
living in Metro Manila had
to spend hours in traveling
from home to their office
using public transportation.
Meanwhile, others living in
cities abroad where the
transportation system is
organized by digital
technologies can travel
smartly by checking the
schedule of public
transportation.

In smart cities, devices and
objects can collect and
send data to the cloud. The
data are then analyzed and
used to improve decision
making of city leaders,
citizens, and businesses. 
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Fig. 1. Smart Cities Rankings by the Smart City Index Report 2020
developed by the Institute for Management Development and
Singapore University for Technology and Design
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Such is the case in Amsterdam’s transportation where citizens get to plan because they have
real-time data on travel schedules and the ability to conveniently reserve their rides ahead.

What is the definition of “Smart City”? There are many key words to describe a Smart City, but
in general, Smart City uses information and communication technology (ICT) to improve the
efficiency of city service delivery, enhance quality of life, and provide a better quality of
government service and citizen welfare. 

The Smart City Index Report 2020 [1] released by the Institute for Management Development
(IMD) in collaboration with Singapore University for Technology and Design (SUTD) compared
more than 100 cities around the world in terms of smart city development. For each city included
in the report, 120 randomly-selected residents were asked to gauge the quality of infrastructure
and technology available in their city. Five key areas were covered— Health & Safety, Mobility,
Activities, Opportunities for work and school, and Governance. The smart city indices were
computed based on the survey results.

Majority of the best 10 are cities in Europe including Amsterdam, followed by Asia, with
Singapore topping the list. Cities at the bottom 10 are mostly located in Africa followed by South
America. Manila ranked 104th out of the 109 cities (Fig. 1). Based on the survey of Manila
residents, priority areas to address are road congestion, corruption, health services, air pollution,
and unemployment.
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“It was really timely
topic to learn. This
webinar helped me to
have a holistic view,”
was just one of many
positive feedback
shared after the
webinar.

Steps to develop smart services in the Philippines have started at the national and local
government levels. To provide efficient government service, the government implemented the
Philippine Identification System Act. The Philippine Identification System or PhilSys is the
government’s central identification platform to improve access to public service. It aims to
enable presence-less, paperless, and cashless transactions. 

At the local government level, initiatives by LGU in using app or other ICT solutions for
government service and healthcare service are observed as shown in Figure 2. Those initiatives
might be small steps to become a smart city, but LGU’s prioritization and efforts to improve
their public service to citizens are necessary to develop a smart city.

Education and healthcare could be some of the impacted sectors to improve its service when a
smart city is developed. Currently due to the geological issues of the Philippines, healthcare and
education services are not well distributed nationwide, but it could be improved with ICT
connection and linkage among public sector and private service providers. Especially due to the
pandemic, distance learning and remote health consultation are needed, and connecting people
and service through ICT is much awaited.
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Fig. 2. Initiatives of Selected Cities in the Philippines towards Developing Smart Services
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Because people, data, or goods are connected via ICT network to access services, robust ICT
infrastructure is a fundamental element of a smart city. The government is improving the ICT of
the country through the National Broadband Plan [2] which aims to raise the quality of internet
services. The need to develop stable and reliable broadband networks nationwide has been
highlighted since the onset of the pandemic. Needs in contactless transactions have accelerated
the urge to make cities ICT connected for government service and private service. 

Local government initiatives to integrate technology in urban planning are key to developing
smart services. Some indicators of readiness to implement smart city projects in local government
include availability of infrastructure that would enable reliable internet connection, technical
know-how to operate the smart services, and having knowledge on the priority needs of the city.
The technologies used must also be interoperable. This means that its interface can be read by
other devices and will be suitable even with the arrival of more advanced technologies in the
future.

It should be emphasized that making cities “smarter” through integration of technology is only a
means to improve the services and the lives of the city’s constituents. Hence, local government
must first identify the priority issues in their city. For example, the Smart City Index 2020 showed
that the dominant issues in Manila are road congestion, corruption, and health services. Smart
city initiatives to improve Manila’s traffic system, government services, and health services can
therefore be prioritized.

In all, improvement of ICT infrastructure through national government initiatives and crafting of
tailored plans by local government based on each city’s major issues should be the first steps
towards making cities smarter to improve the quality of life of city dwellers.
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