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LONDON: Singapore, Helsinki and Zurich are
the world’s smartest cities, according to an index
published yesterday amid a growing debate on
the future of urban design for a post-COVID era.
From smart traffic cameras and car sharing apps
to pollution monitoring and free wifi for all, cities
around the world are racing to embrace technol-
ogy, but researchers said the real test was
whether citizens felt the benefits. “The world’s
‘smart’ cities don’t simply adopt new technology,
they make sure it truly improves citizens’ lives,”
said Arturo Bris of the Swiss-based International
Institute for Management Development (IMD),
which published the index.

The Smart City Index, now in its second
year, surveyed more than 13,000 people in 109
cities, focusing on how they perceived the im-
pact of technology in five areas: health and
safety, mobility, activities, opportunities and
governance. Others in the top 10 included
Auckland, Oslo, Copenhagen, Geneva, Taipei
City, Amsterdam, New York, while Abuja,
Nairobi and Lagos ranked bottom. The index,
a collaboration with the Singapore University
for Technology and Design, showed that many
countries are developing smart secondary
cities beyond their capitals.

The Spanish city of Bilbao ranked higher than

Madrid, while Britain’s second city Birmingham
has risen up the index faster than London. Bris,
director of the IMD World Competitiveness
Center, said cities’ priorities in using technology
varied widely. The Colombian city of Medellin -
once notorious for its drug cartels but now a
posterchild for smart planning - has seen crime
drop after introducing free wifi, which made it
easier for people to report crime, he said.

Although many cities around the world
have introduced car sharing schemes in a bid
to cut congestion, Bris said Moscow had been
particularly successful in persuading drivers
to join them after introducing free parking for
users. Experts say COVID-19 has accelerated
a shift towards more inclusive, greener,
smarter cities. Bris also predicted a growing
trend towards smaller cities. “I think we’re
moving to a world where we will be more dis-
persed. We will be safer if we live in smaller
cities,” he added.

He said the survey underscored that megac-
ities often found it difficult to become smart.
“Smaller cities have an advantage,” he added. “In
the case of Singapore, Helsinki and Zurich, their
size allows them to invest significantly in tech-
nology that reaches all citizens.” Although
China is developing hundreds of smart cities

equipped with sensors, cameras and other
gadgets that can crunch data on everything
from pollution to public health, they ranked rel-

atively low in the index. Bris said this was be-
cause of their size but also because of concerns
about data privacy and surveillance. — Reuters
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China hails Xinjiang
jobs success; 
criticism mounts
BEIJING: China lauded the success of its voca-
tional and jobs schemes in the troubled Xinjiang
region yesterday, just days after the US govern-
ment said they were being operated from facili-
ties run like “concentration camps”. Beijing has
come under intense international criticism over
its policies in the resource-rich region, where
rights groups say as many as one million Uighurs
and other mostly Muslim minorities are being
held in internment camps. 

US customs said Monday it would bar a raft
of Chinese products from Xinjiang over fears of
forced labor, saying “religious and ethnic minori-
ties are... forced to work in heinous conditions
with no recourse and no freedom”. Homeland
Security Acting Deputy Secretary Ken Cuc-
cinelli told reporters: “This is not a vocational
centre, it is a concentration camp.” But Beijing
says the centers are for vocational training, nec-
essary for counter terrorism efforts and to pro-
vide education for alleviating poverty. 

Yesterday the government published a white
paper staunchly defending its policy in the re-
gion, where it says training programs, work
schemes and better education mean life has im-
proved. The report says Xinjiang has “vigorously

implemented employment projects, enhanced
vocational training, and expanded employment
channels and capacity”. It says vocational train-
ing for millions has improved the quality of the
workforce.

“Xinjiang has built a large knowledge-based,
skilled and innovative workforce that meets the
requirements of the new era,” the report reads.
Training includes teaching written and spoken
Mandarin, labor skills and giving knowledge of
urban life, according to the report, which says
rural people have started businesses or taken
employment in factories after state support.
Every year between 2014 and 2019, Xinjiang
gave “training sessions” to an average of 1.29
million urban and rural workers, it says, adding
that employment policies “meet the people’s
needs (and) improve their wellbeing”.

However, the white paper warns there is a low
level of vocational skills and says “terrorists, sep-
aratists and religious extremists” have encour-
aged the public not to learn Chinese, to “reject
modern science, and refuse to improve their vo-
cational skills”. Swedish clothing giant H&M said
this week it was ending its relationship with a Chi-
nese yarn producer over accusations of “forced
labor” in Xinjiang, which is China’s largest cotton
growing area. Beijing has denied claims of forced
labor and in Tuesday’s report said it would take
“resolute action” against it. The EU meanwhile
has urged China to allow independent observers
to travel to the highly shriveled region. China this
week said experts were “welcome” but did not
detail if they would be allowed free access to the
controversial facilities. — AFP

Japan’s new PM
Suga pledges to
tackle virus, 
kickstart economy
TOKYO: Japan’s new Prime Minister Yoshi-
hide Suga pledged Wednesday to keep coro-
navirus infections under control and kickstart
an economy in recession, as Shinzo Abe left
office after a record-breaking tenure. In his
first remarks after being elected by parlia-
ment earlier Wednesday, Suga emphasized his
will be a cabinet of continuity, seeking to fur-
ther the policies championed by Abe.

“We need to carry forward the policies
that the Abe administration was pushing, I feel
that is the mission for which I have been
called,” Suga told reporters. He sidestepped
questions on the possibility of a snap election
to consolidate his position, saying that “what
the public wants right now is that we manage
to end the pandemic soon and at the same
time we steadily restore the economy”.

“Achieving both the prevention of the
spread of infection and rebuilding the econ-
omy is what they desire most... We hope to do
our best on this issue first.” He dwelled little
on political ideology or foreign policy goals,

instead pledging administrative reform, an end
to “bureaucratic silos”, and greater digitaliza-
tion of government. He said he would seek
continued strong ties with Washington and
stable relations with China and Russia. But he
offered no details and made no mention of on-
going tensions with South Korea, or any
specifics of his defense strategy, particularly
towards North Korea.

‘Tough issues’ ahead 
The 71-year-old takes the top job after

decades in politics, most recently in the role
of chief cabinet secretary, where he was a key
enforcer of government policy as well as
spokesman. A long-time Abe adviser and
right-hand man, Suga has said his run was in-
spired by a desire to continue his predeces-
sor’s policies. 

His new cabinet is full of familiar faces,
with Abe’s foreign and finance ministers stay-
ing on, and the outgoing premier’s brother
appointed to lead the defence ministry. Suga
won an easy victory in a vote in parliament,
where his ruling Liberal Democratic Party
holds a commanding majority. But he now
faces a raft of tough challenges, from imme-
diate problems like the coronavirus and the
postponed Olympics, to longer-term issues
including a declining population.

“Tough issues are mounting before the
Suga cabinet,” said Shinichi Nishikawa, a pro-
fessor of political science at Meiji University
in Tokyo. — AFP

SINGAPORE: People walk along Raffles Place during lunch break in Singapore. — AFP 


