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T
he concept of ‘smart city’ has 
spread to describe an integrated 
approach to the digitalization of 

urban and local government services, 
largely referring to the use of digital 
sensors, cameras, data collection and 
processing devices and software to 
use resources more effectively (e.g. 
motion sensors for public lighting and 
water fountains). Additional smart cities’ 
objectives include: to optimize service 
routes in real time depending on specific 
conditions (e.g. tailored design of waste 
collection service routes following ‘smart
Bin’ calls); to control traffic based on 
circulation density as detected by road 
sensors; to predict crime or to anticipate 
emergencies and disasters (e.g. anticipate 
flooding and landslides based on rainfall 
forecasts, predictive crime hot spots 
maps). 

2.  SMART CITIES

1.  BACKGROUND

T
he local and regional levels of 
government are on the frontline 
of the introduction of new digital 

technologies and processes in public 
services: although central governments 
play a leading role in the decision to launch 
and roll out digitalization programmes and 
initiatives, most public services are

delivered at municipal, local, or regional 
government level. This is where digitalized 
public services and administrations interact 
and communicate the most with citizens 
and users, and where the largest numbers 
of public service workers are involved or 
affected by public service digitalization.

‘Smart city’ also refers to ways to enhance 
local public services’ quality and inclusion/
participation through direct interactions 
between local authorities and citizens/
service users, e.g. via the provision of free 
wi-fi services in public spaces and the use 
of online surveys, mobile consultations 
apps, and digital feedback systems over 
new urban, social and environmental 
initiatives and policies. While smart cities 
can simply encapsulate a select few 
landmark projects, it can also encompass 
a wide range of different city services and 
municipal departments.

Some ‘Smart city’ projects - such as India’s 
Smart Cities – resemble ‘corporate-led’ 
digitalization plans, primarily seeking to 
attract corporate and private investment 
with limited consideration for improving 
citizens’/dwellers’ lives through the 
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enhancement of service quality and 
access. They appear to create, instead, 
further inequality gaps within cities and 
communities contributing to forms of 
‘digital gentrification’ or ‘smart enclaves’ 
where high-tech neighbourhood and 
services exist next to slums and poor 
neighbourhoods within the same 
metropolitan areas or territory.  Others 
smart city projects, such in Barcelona, 
are rather inspired by a ‘public-led 
digitalization’ approach, as they clearly aim 

at improving dwellers’ social, living and 
working conditions, pursue environmental 
goals, use of new digital technologies to 
facilitate the democratic participation and 
inclusion of citizens and service users, and 
are in favour of digital commons and digital 
sovereignty, attempting to establish a local 
governance system for the fair and ethical 
use of citizens’ and public service users’ 
data.

The Indian ‘smart city’ model creates enclaves of high investment, information and 
communications technologies and ‘smart’ services, including free Wi-Fi, improved 
traffic control, intelligent sensors, and better utilities. India’s 100 selected ‘smart 
cities’ have chosen to implement a retrofit and redevelopment model with a focus 
on attracting investment to cities. The cost of developing these ‘smart enclaves,’ is 
the expulsion of low-income groups to city peripheries.  Source: Housing and Rights 
Network: India’s Smart City Mission. Smart for whom? Cities for whom?.

Since 2015, the left-wing municipal council of Barcelona has been implementing 
the smart city concept in a way that uses new technologies and digitalization for the 
good of the public rather than for private commercial interests. Smart City Barcelona 
is about re-municipalisation (e.g. water, energy), participation and citizen involve-
ment, affordable housing, good healthcare, sustainable mobility, green public spac-
es and reduced CO2 emissions. In contrast to other smart city concepts, the munic-
ipal government of Barcelona is trying to avoid selling off infrastructure management 
and data handling to large private companies and has developed its own systems 
and tools, which are characterised by transparency and the democratic control of 
data. According to the City’s “Ethical Digital Standards”, “all municipal digital policies 
give priority to the protection of citizens’ digital rights, reflect their wishes and are 
based on their participation.” Source: Barcelona Ciudad Digital 

https://www.hlrn.org.in/documents/Smart_Cities_Report_2017.pdf
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/digital/es
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3.  Digitalisation in local public utilities

W
ater and sanitation, energy 
generation, transmission and 
distribution, waste collection 

and treatment are fundamental public 
services for all. While central and local 
governments struggle to get hold of the 
adequate resources to build, maintain 
and operate the infrastructures needed 
to provide such vital services, the 
introduction of new digital technologies in 
public utilities can open the door to new 
far-reaching forms of outsourcing and 
privatization (e.g. leasing of water pumps 
or of distribution networks/grids instead 
of direct public ownership) and enhances 
dependency on external private suppliers. 

Digital technologies in public utilities 
currently takes the form of comprehensive 
technological changes prompting the 
integration of the internet and wireless 
communication devices across all 
operational levels of the energy and 
water generation, provision, distribution, 
and maintenance (e.g. smart grids, 
smart meters, remote control predictive 
maintenance software). They are also 
changing the relations between public 
utilities and users by introducing 
automated interfaces (e.g. chatbots)
replacing traditional user service call 
centres.

As digital technologies become more 
common and entrenched within public 
utilities, one of the evident consequences 
is the dependency of responsible public 
authorities on private suppliers and 
digital tech companies for the provision, 
maintenance and update of digital devices 
and services; and for providing training 
to utility workers. As the role of private 
providers becomes essential, they 
become “gatekeepers” between the 
public authorities, the utility and the users. 
This situation can lead to a scenario where
public authorities will have to purchase 
data that would normally belong to them 
already or will have to pay a high price for 
routine fixes and maintenance. 

This raises major concerns over the 
ownership and use of utility users’ 
consumption data gathered by smart 
meters owned or operated by private 
companies. Besides, the potential bias 
embedded in predictive maintenance 
algorithms controlled by private providers 
could be made to require a higher number 
of pre-emptive maintenance interventions 
than necessary, boosting utility costs; 
while the loss of systemic control over the 
utility to the private digital tech provider.

in case of an emergency is even more 
worrisome. The presence of an in-house 
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public utility capacity to fully control and 
operate strategic public services under 
any circumstance and an in-house human, 
manual and analogic back up option in 
case of digital system failure are therefore 
crucial for public security and safety.

According to German public service union 
Ver.di, ‘Smart pumps’ raise a bundle of new 
questions that, are often unaddressed: 
“Who does this pump notify when it has 
to be serviced, for example? Is it the 
(public) control room or the (private) 
provider/leaser? And who then decides 
whether the notification must be followed 
up or disregarded - the manufacturer or 
the control room colleagues? And what 
is stored in the algorithm that generates 
the notification: a sustainability or a wear 
and tear logic? Who defines this and 
who knows what is stored? Who owns 
the data collected by this pump: the 
manufacturer, the (waste) water operator 
or the municipality? Who may use these 
data and under what conditions? What 
does this mean for the protection of critical 
infrastructure?”
Source: Interview with a representative 
of ver.di’s water section and ver.di 2018: 
Digitalization in the Water Sector.

Indeed, the corporate influence in many 
of the discussions held on energy, water 
and sanitation supplies is striking. The 
privatisation of what should be a universal 
right of access to one’s own data, is being 
further spurred by digital solutions aimed at 
linking supply with demand monitoring and 
controls through smart metres. Ultimately 
this is founded on an intense surveillance 
of consumers and consumption. For 
workers in the utilities sectors, automation 
and privatisation (and semi-privatisation 

through PPPs, outsourcing and 
procurement) has fundamentally changed 
their jobs, the number of jobs and the skills 
profiles demanded in the sectors.

Whilst e-solutions to limit water waste, find 
pipe leakages, or produce clean energy 
are potentially conducive for combating 
climate change, the price felt by workers 
and communities deemed less “investable” 
by private interests can be very high. Many 
are disadvantaged due to their (remote) 
geographical location or socio-economic 
characteristics, as profit concerns weigh 
more than a universal obligation of supply 
on equal terms. 

When it comes to working conditions, 
digitalization promises to reduce working 
time on low value, tedious tasks and 
to enhance productivity by releasing 
workers to spend more time on more 
complex, higher value cases, developing 
into new roles and functions. However, 
digitalization can also cause higher levels 
of working time, excessive workload, work 
intensification and stress, and increased 
management surveillance, especially if 
the introduction of new technologies is 
not properly prepared, implemented and 
monitored with the active participation 
of workers and their representatives. In 
addition, the over-reliance on computer-
based services can be demeaning for 
workers and lead to a loss of motivation as 
their professional and social skills and their 
decision-making power become redundant 
or are undermined.
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In Denmark, some municipalities have successfully reduced monotonous tasks and jobs, such 
as paying invoices or handling simple cases, by delegating simple tasks to eight machines/
robots. This has led to working time reductions of around 30%, allowing employees to spend 
more time on more complicated cases and develop into new roles and functions. This process 
was carried out with the participation of workers: an HK Kommunal worker and union represent-
ative was appointed “employee process automation officer” and was directly involved in the 
automation project group in the municipality. This was critical to consider workers interests, 
reducing concerns amongst employees about the future of their jobs and creating trust and 
confidence in the process. Source: Interview with HK Kommunal.

In Germany, a survey commissioned by ver.di involving 6,600 public service employees shows 
the effects of digitalization are felt more strongly by public service employees who carry out 
highly complex and managerial tasks, more commonly in public administration rather than in 
education or health and social work. This may indicate that digitisation processes in public 
administration are more advanced. The survey results on working conditions were worrying: 
nearly half of the respondents reported an increase in work intensity due to digitalization (only 
8% reported a decrease) linked to a higher workload (56% vs 4% lower). Stress and time pres-
sure were reported as increased by 59% respondents, and 47% mentioned that management 
surveillance and control had increased because of digitalization. Source: ver.di

4.  Digitalisation and the workplace 

T
he critical factor for working 
conditions relates to workers’ 
empowerment and trust that they 

can take an active role in digitalization 
processes and be in control of the 
technology, and not be passive 
recipients or be enslaved to it. The 
bottom-up participation of workers and 
their representatives in the definition 
of digitalization goals (cost/headcount 
reduction vs. service quality and access), 
of the areas in which it should occur, 
and their meaningful involvement in 
prior impact assessment is critical to 
secure workers’ ownership and buy-
in for any technological change and 
to increase the odds that digitalization 
will have a positive impact on working 
conditions. Additional critical factors for 
“successful” digitalization include the 
provision of adequate worker training out 
of working time; a progressive pace for the 
introduction of technology; and the good 
quality management of the implementation 
of digitalization programmes.

 ©Per Flakstad/Fagbladet
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5.  The impact of Covid on public services 
digitalisation 

C
ovid has fast forwarded the 
digitalisation of LRG services 
as they had to quickly adapt 

service delivery to remote work and 
interactions with users. While some larger 
administrations had already launched 
digitalisation processes, many medium and 
small LRGs with little staff, few resources, 
and limited broadband connection 
access have had a hard time to keep up, 
especially after enduring years of austerity 
cuts and hiring freeze1.  As 3.6 billion 
people were still offline in 20192,  territorial 
and rural-urban inequality in digital access 
through Covid has meant that while some 
places could switch to the digital delivery 
or enhancement of vital services such as 
education and health, thanks to access 
to fast internet connections, computer 
availability and digital literacy, many others 
could not.

For LRG services and professions that 
could be ‘digitalised’, remote work has 
also resulted in enhanced opportunities for 
the digital externalisation/delocalisation of 
low value-added and/or replaceable tasks 
(text processing, database management, 
research, translation services, customer 
care services, etc.). Conversely, high-
earners, high-skilled workers have 
moved outside of urban areas in search 
of improved work/life balance, either on 
a permanent or temporary basis (‘digital 
nomadism’). These trends have a potential 
to affect LRG service employment 
especially in office-related and knowledge-
based professions. They can also 
affect urbanism in terms of office space 
development investment plans and may 

help promote the re-population of peri-
urban and rural areas, depending however, 
on the degree of rural-urban digital divide. 

LRG management, team working, and 
supervisory methods have changed and 
there has been a steep learning curve for 
workers and employers alike. New LRG 
workplace issues have arisen, notably 
in relation to videoconferencing-related 
OSH and psychosocial risks, fatigue, 
eyesight issues, working time, hyper 
connectedness, and poor homework 
ergonomics, but also remote worker 
monitoring, digital pressure, and workers’ 
data privacy. Conversely, LRG digitalisation 
has enabled, in some instances, swifter 
communication and coordination across 
different services. For instance, in Italy, 
digital information and documentation 
exchanges between the local health 
centres and registry have rapidly become 
a new habit to minimize human interactions 
in issuing death and birth certificates. 
Digitalisation process rollouts have worked 
best where workers and their unions have 
been meaningfully involved from the start, 
such as in Norway3. 

1   PSI Lockdown pushes digitalisation through in 
Italian public services, 18 April 2020

2   ITU, “New ITU data reveal growing Internet 
uptake but a widening digital gender divide”, 5 
November 2019

3   Monsen, N., Norwegian municipal union signs 
tripartite agreement on worker involvement and 
social dialogue in public sector digitalisation, PSI, 
6 February 2018

https://publicservices.international/resources/news/lockdown-pushes-digitalisation-through-in-italian-public-services?id=10735&lang=en
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/lockdown-pushes-digitalisation-through-in-italian-public-services?id=10735&lang=en
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/2019-PR19.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/2019-PR19.aspx
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/norwegian-municipal-union-signs-tripartite-agreement-on-worker-involvement-and-social-dialogue-in-public-sector-digitalisation-?id=6485&lang=en
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/norwegian-municipal-union-signs-tripartite-agreement-on-worker-involvement-and-social-dialogue-in-public-sector-digitalisation-?id=6485&lang=en
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/norwegian-municipal-union-signs-tripartite-agreement-on-worker-involvement-and-social-dialogue-in-public-sector-digitalisation-?id=6485&lang=en
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6. Regional perspectives on smart cities

D
espite its numerous benefits, digital 
innovation can also disrupt the way 
cities are governed and financed. 

Without an integrated, multi-sectoral, 
and whole of government perspective at 
national and local levels, digital innovations 
can upend legal and regulatory frameworks 
that safeguard affordability objectives, but 
also consumer protection, taxation, labour 
contracts and fair competition. They can 
jeopardise citizen data, privacy and safety, 
and shake the decision-making powers 
and modalities in the era of real-time - and 
often asymmetric – information. Equally 
important, they can deepen inequality 
among digitally marginalised groups unless 
local governments recognise that tech-
driven solutions are as important to the 
marginalised as they are to the affluent.

One interesting failed Smart City project 
is that of Toronto Quayside (Canada), 
involving Google’s Sidewalk Labs. This 
case illustrates several issues related to 
the use of digital technologies in local 
public services: collective data trusts1, 
the use of smart technologies and the 
surveillance that follows and the changing 
balance of power between the public 
and private sector. Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau of Canada promised the Toronto 
Quayside project would create “a city of 
tomorrow”, and that the project would 
create “technologies that will help us 

build smarter, greener, more inclusive 
communities”. Sensors inside buildings 
would measure aspects such as noise, 
while an array of cameras and outdoor 
sensors will track everyone who lives, 
works or merely passes through the area, 
whilst measuring everything from air 
pollution to the movement of people and 
vehicles through intersections.

Quayside came under immense public 
scrutiny and expert criticism. A key issue 
was how transparent the collection of that 
data would be. One of the world’s leading 
experts on data trusts, Sean McDonald, 
was one of the most prominent advocates 
against the specific Sidewalk Lab proposal 
for a Civic Data Trust to govern the smart 
city’s data. He points to several key 
problems with Sidewalk Lab’s proposal 
and concludes that: “The proposed Civic 
Data Trust is a piecemeal adaptation of 
existing pieces of civic data infrastructure, 
situated in one of the highest profile public 
procurement processes in recent history 
[…]Proposing that Toronto should base 
ownership determinations on the urbanity 
of a data set is a departure from Canadian 
data ownership law and a precedent that, 
if approved, could extend far beyond this 
project.”

A number of key lessons can be drawn 
from the Toronto smart city case:

https://www.sidewalklabs.com/
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1  “A data trust is a legal structure that provides 
independent stewardship of data. the trustors 
may include individuals and organisations that 
hold data. They grant some of the rights they 
have to control the data to a set of trustees, 
who then make decisions about the data – such 
as who has access to it and for what purposes”, 
Open Data Institute (ODI) https://theodi.org/
article/defining-a-data-trust/ 

 
2   Association of Southeast Asian Nations.

 z Whilst data trusts are essential, the 
design, and who is included, is critical.

 z Citizen and civil society groups, as well 
as workers and trade unions need to 
be included from the start and must 
have influence and control over the 
design and rollout

 z Where there is no alternative to private 
sector companies’ involvement, the 
smart city case must have a strong 
public sector framing, including 
mechanisms for democratic control

 z Transparency is key. There must be a 
commitment to the public disclosure of 
all information and negotiation items,

 z In the absence of adequate, 
transparent, democratic regulatory 
frameworks a smart city can soon turn 
into a surveillance city, which creates 
significant privacy concerns.

In the words of Shoshana Zuboff, the 
author of the book “In the Age of 
Surveillance Capitalism”: “We should 
not call smart phones, smart speakers, 
smart cities, smart. We should call 
them surveillance phones, surveillance 
speakers, surveillance cities.”

In the European Union, the ‘European 
Innovation Partnership on Smart Cities 
and Communities (EIP-SCC)’is an initiative 
supported by the European Commission 
that brings together cities, industry, small 
business (SMEs), banks, researchers 
and others. Interestingly, no activities or 
publications have been posted on the 
Smart Cities webpage of the European 
Commission since 2018. However, 
The Community of Practice - the CoP-
CITIES - is an initiative of the European 
Commission, which is open to external 
stakeholders (cities and networks of 
cities, International and Intergovernmental 
Organisations and research bodies. It 
brings together the overall conversations 
within the Digital Transition Partnership 
of the Urban Agenda for the EU, Horizon 

2020 projects, the Digital Cities Challenge 
Initiative, and the Green Digital Charter.

The European Commission report The 
Future of Cities covers areas such as 
provision of services, health, social 
segregation, climate, technology and 
urban governance. Whilst there seems 
to be many EU initiatives, they appear 
scattered across the large European 
structure. It could be interesting to dig 
deeper into the real prioritisation of Smart 
Cities by the Commission.

In developing countries in Asia, smart cities 
are also a tool to attract Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI). Development Banks 
play a key role in pushing and shaping 
smart city ideas. The ASEAN2 Smart Cities 
Network (ASCN) was established in 2018 
as a collaborative platform where up to 
three cities from each ASEAN member 
state, including capitals, work towards the 
common goal of smart and sustainable 
urban development. The declared goal 
of the Network is to improve the lives of 
ASEAN citizens, using technology as an 
enabler. Specifically, the ASCN officially 
aims to: facilitate cooperation on smart 
cities development; catalyse bankable 
projects with the private sector; secure 
funding and support from ASEAN’s external 
partners. It remains unclear what role 
the ASCN plays as brokers of the big 
investment deals via the Development 
Banks. Also, given the issues mentioned 
above with regards to the Toronto Quayside 
project, unions in the region should 
follow these action plans and link these 
to discussions on public service access, 
quality and trade union rights. 

https://theodi.org/article/defining-a-data-trust/
https://theodi.org/article/defining-a-data-trust/
https://smartcities.at/en/europe/networking/european-innovation-partnership-on-smart-cities-and-communities-eip-scc/
https://smartcities.at/en/europe/networking/european-innovation-partnership-on-smart-cities-and-communities-eip-scc/
https://smartcities.at/en/europe/networking/european-innovation-partnership-on-smart-cities-and-communities-eip-scc/
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/communities/en/community/cop-cities
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/communities/en/community/cop-cities
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/digital_transition_orientation_paper.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/digital_transition_orientation_paper.pdf
http://www.greendigitalcharter.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/GDC-text.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC116711
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC116711
https://asean.org/our-communities/asean-smart-cities-network/
https://asean.org/our-communities/asean-smart-cities-network/
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7.  Gender and smart cities

I
n a speech at the World Summit on the 
Information Society Forum 2019 called 
“(En)gendering the Smart City”, Caitlin 

Kraft-Buchman, CEO of Women@theTable, 
discussed the dual nature of cities. 
She referred to popular representations 
of cities as “places of economic 
opportunity, liberation, and reinvention”, 
but conversely also of “fear, danger, and 
violence for women, from dark city streets 
to public transport”.

Kraft-Buchman argued that deliberations 
about the future of smart cities should 
focus on how people experience these 
issues rather than focus on the efficiencies 
such as how to keep traffic running 
smoothly through urban areas. She 
asserted that in practice and research the 
gender dimension of Smart Cities is not 
receiving attention.

8.  Public procurement and data 

In May 2020, the World Bank estimated 
that public procurement — the process 
by which governments purchase goods, 

services and works from the private sector 
— amounted to $11 trillion out of global 
GDP of nearly $90 trillion in 2018. In other 
words, 12 percent of global GDP is spent 
following procurement regulation. The 
majority of public procurement spending in 
the OECD countries (63%) is carried out at 
sub-central government level (OECD 2017).

Whilst many global guidelines and 
regulations exist aimed at opening 
the markets for procurement bidding 

increasing transparency and accountability, 
very few of these include explicit mention 
of data obligations between the private 
actors and the public sector. Indeed, the 
European Commission states: “The EU 
public procurement Directives regulate 
the procedures governing purchases by 
public bodies but do not intervene into 
the subject of purchases. This refers 
also to a possible data produced within 
contracts awarded following public 
procurement procedures. Having said 
that, due to the very nature of public 
procurement (purchasing on the open 
market something a public buyer needs) 
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normally contracts provide those rights to 
any data created within them remain with 
the contracting authority”. In other words, 
in the EU it is down to the contracting 
public authority to determine whether data 
rights, or control and access, should be 
part of the contract. 

The International Labour Organisation 
(ILO)’s 2011 “Terms and Conditions 
Applicable to ILO Contracts for Services” 
includes wording that provides better 
protections, namely: “All documents 
(including drawings, estimates, 
manuscripts, maps, plans, records, 
reports, recommendations) and other 
proprietary items (including data, devices, 
gauges, jigs, mosaics, parts, patterns, 
photographs, samples, and software) 
(jointly referred to as Proprietary Items), 
either developed by the Contractor or 
its Personnel in connection with the 
Contract or furnished to the Contractor 
by or on behalf of the ILO to support 
the performance of the Contractor’s 
obligations under the Contract, are the 
exclusive property of the International 
Labour Organization; and, will be used 
by the Contractor and its Personnel 
solely for the purposes of the Contract”. 
Ideally, it should be specified that “data” 
as a proprietary item includes the data 
extraction and generation from algorithmic 
systems.

As digitalisation progresses with the 
current unbalanced data control and 
access in the hands of very few private 
companies coupled by a growing 
subsector of often opaque data broker 
firms, democracy may well be at stake. 
Currently the US and China together 
account for 90% of the market 
capitalisation value of the world’s largest 
digital platforms. These platforms in turn 
are superpowers dominating markets and 
societies. Microsoft, followed by Apple, 
Amazon, Google, Facebook, Tencent and 
Alibaba − account for two thirds of the total 
market value.

If public authorities rely mostly on the 
data analyses or the tools designed to 
do the data analysis marketed to them 
by these private companies, then their 
scope for developing their own datasets 
and interpretations of the data findings 
disappears. This overreliance on the 
private sector locks the authorities into a 
dependency relation, characterised by an 
uneven access to not only information, 
but also to the knowledge that can be 
derived from the data. A vicious cycle is 
formed, where the capacity building inside 
public authorities to gather, understand, 
store and make use of data lags behind 
that of private actors, leading to a further 
dependency on the private sector and less 
capacity building. 

Public services and procurement 
authorities must ask some very important 
questions:

 z What are the individual and collective 
risks involved in using a digital 
technology? 

 z What mitigations need to be made to 
overcome bias and discriminations in 
the technology? 

 z What problem can or will the 
technology solve? 

 z Is the tool’s risk and impact profile 
proportionate to its use? 

 z What data is generated and extracted 
and what privacy preserving measures 
need to be in place to ensure 
responsible joint data access and 
control. Is the problem at hand better 
solved through non-technical means?

As Mulligan & Bamber write: “These 
[machine learning] systems frequently 
displace discretion previously exercised 
by policymakers or individual front-end 
government employees with an opaque 
logic that bears no resemblance to the 
reasoning processes of agency personnel. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_mas/---inter/documents/legaldocument/wcms_117516.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_mas/---inter/documents/legaldocument/wcms_117516.pdf
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However, because agencies acquire these 
systems through government procurement 
processes, they and the public have little 
input into—or even knowledge about—
their design or how well that design aligns 
with public goals and values”.

In the 2020 World Economic Forum’s 
(WEF) Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
Procurement in a Box:  it is remarked 
that: “The lack of data sharing and 
data governance in the public sector 
often leads to a lack of data availability, 
discoverability and usability. Since 
data is currently often the basis of 
any AI development, these challenges 
are a great barrier to AI adoption” (p. 
6). Whilst it is not surprising that the 
WEF is promoting an agenda to open 
up data availability for the spread of AI 
across government, it is striking that 
even the WEF notes that there is a lack 
of governance. Less surprising is that 
these otherwise elaborate toolkits and 
recommendations do not address that data 
produced in procured tasks is often held 
exclusively in the hands of the contractors 
reinforcing the vicious cycle: lack of data 
- lack of public sector capacity - lack of 
public sector governance. This reflects a 
broader trend that public data should be 
made freely available to corporations but 
privately held data is monopolised for their 
exclusive use, profit and power. 

Overall, the public sector faces a two-fold 
risk. Firstly, the increasing risk of lacking 
the data and knowledge derived from that 
data to actually perform their duties in 
the public interest. Secondly, lacking the 
governance structures and capacities to 
govern those systems to ensure the public 
good against corporate capture. Some 
initiatives in the European Union (EU) 
and the US have been tabled to address 
specifically the first challenge. 

In 2018, the EU established a High-Level 
Expert Group on Business-to-Government 
(B2G) Data Sharing. Their work concluded 

in 2020 with the publication of their final 
report and recommendations “Towards 
a European strategy on business-to-
government data sharing for the public 
interest.” The report includes examples of 
good practice including several national 
legislations that require access to private 
data (page 34). The experts conclude by 
advising that to make data sharing in the 
EU easier, policy, legal and investment 
measures are needed in three main areas:

 z Governance of B2G data sharing 
across the EU: such as putting in place 
national governance structures;

 z Setting up a recognised function 
(‘data stewards’) in public and private 
organisations;

 z Exploring the creation of a cross-EU 
regulatory framework on data access 
and control in public procurement.

The report also recommends that public 
authorities enhance transparency, citizen 
engagement and ethics: such as making 
B2G data sharing more citizen-centric, 
developing ethical guidelines, and 
investing in training and education.

1   Email from DG Internal Market, Industry, 
Entrepreneurship and SMEs to C. Colclough, 28 
August 2020.

2   Annex 1 art 6.1.1
3   Singh, P. J., “Economic rights in a data-based 

society”, PSI-FES, May 2020
4   D. K., Mulligan, and K. A., Bamberger, 

“Procurement As Policy: Administrative Process 
for Machine Learning”, 4 October 2019, 
Berkeley Technology Law Journal, Vol. 34, 
2019, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.
cfm?abstract_id=3464203.

https://www.weforum.org/reports/ai-procurement-in-a-box
https://www.weforum.org/reports/ai-procurement-in-a-box
https://www.weforum.org/reports/ai-procurement-in-a-box
https://wayback.archive-it.org/12090/20210728210906/https:/digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/commission-appoints-expert-group-business-government-data-sharing
https://wayback.archive-it.org/12090/20210728210906/https:/digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/commission-appoints-expert-group-business-government-data-sharing
https://wayback.archive-it.org/12090/20210728210906/https:/digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/commission-appoints-expert-group-business-government-data-sharing
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3713320
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3713320
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3713320
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3713320
https://publicservices.international/resources/publications/economic-rights-in-a-data-based-society?id=10819&lang=en
https://publicservices.international/resources/publications/economic-rights-in-a-data-based-society?id=10819&lang=en
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3464203
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3464203
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9.  Recommendations for public service 
workers’ and trade unions’ action 

M
any cities and geographies are 
taking back the control over a 
range of local public services. 

According to the Transnational Institute 
(TNI), in 2019 there were 1,400 cases of 
remunicipalisation since the turn of the mil-
lennium, in more than 2,400 cities across 
58 countries. Trade unions have been key 
to building the case for remunicipalisation 
and in the successful transition from private 
to public ownership. Not only has remunic-
ipalisation proved to save costs, increase 
democratic participation and improve the 
quality of services, it also has a poten-
tial public sector capacity building effect. 
However, successful remunicipalisation 
processes must ensure that the digital ser-
vices of the in-sourced service (the data 
analysis, data visualisations, monitoring and 
maintenance) also are under public owner-
ship and/or control. 

Drawing on the previous analysis, repre-
sentatives of workers, service users, citi-
zens and urban dwellers should at all times 
be party to discussions on smart cities, dig-
italised public utilities and infrastructure. 
Further recommendations for public service 
workers and unions include the following:

 z Follow smart city developments and 
give specific attention to data trust 
formations and whether citizens and 
workers in these Smart Cities are truly 
empowered by the data trusts or not.

 z Understand the gendered nature 
of smart city discussions, bringing 
the voice of women and their lived 
experiences to the forefront in these 
discussions.

 z Identify good remunicipalisation cases 
including insourcing of service-related 
data ownership and control. Broadcast 
and discuss them across all levels of 
government.

 z Get involved to ensure decent work 
and working conditions, just transitions 
for displaced workers, and the future 
of democratic control over public 
services. 

 z Demand that any contracts with the 
private sector be made public, clear 
and transparent, including information 
about who has control and access to 
the data, how this data is governed, 
who has access and for what purpose;

 z Require accountability from local 
authorities and public service 
administrations asking to describe why 
a partnership with the private sector 
is favoured over building their own in-
house capacity;

 z Investigate the number of procurement 
contracts that include joint data access 
and control or sole data access and 
control. Compile and share these 
insights;

 z Map which public procurement 
regulations or guidelines could most 
likely be improved to include stronger 
collective data rights, including joint 
data access and control.
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CONCLUSIONS

A
t stake for public service users 
and workers going through the 
digitalization transition is the power 

to shape and control digital technologies 
that are already impacting their lives, and 
the power to define how they want them 
to be used and for what purposes. This 
power struggle is at the very heart of 
whether public services will soon be run 
for all in the common interest, or for the 
few, for corporate and private profit. The 
overall impact of digitalization on public 
services is complex and multifaceted.

On the positive side, digital technologies 
can improve public service quality and 
access; contribute to improve democratic 
accountability and citizens’/users trust 
in public institutions; while advancing 
workers’ OSH and safety and positive 
flexibility to work remotely. On the negative 
side, the same technologies can open 
the door to public service privatization; 
create a dangerous dependency of public 
institutions on private digital technology 
providers; and deepen inequalities among 
public service users. Cost-cutting driven 
digitalization tends to replace and slash 
public service jobs; uses digitalization 
technologies for worker surveillance and 
performance monitoring; and takes a high 
toll on workers’ OSH and worklife balance. 
Corporate-led digitalization is regularly 
associated with major public service user 
and data privacy abuse and it is enhancing 
the trend towards shallow workplace 
relations and more precarious and informal 
employment in public services.

What emerges as the key factor making 
a difference between a digitalization that 
works for public service users and workers 
and one for private interests is the power 

to control and decide whether and how 
to use new digital technologies. Such 
power must not be left uniquely in the 
hands of employers and global corporate 
actors: the introduction and application of 
digital technologies must be regulated and 
monitored in the public interest, with clear 
rules that respect human and workers’ 
rights and involve the public service 
users. Workers and their representatives 
have a critical role in defining the 
purpose, area of application and prior 
and ex-post impact assessments of such 
technologies as a way to keep control 
over the technology and how it is used. 
Collective bargaining negotiations at local, 
national and company level are a critical 
tool for the establishment of effective 
multi-level governance systems of digital 
technologies in public services. 

Regulatory good practices need to be 
scaled up and advanced at a global level. 
Although local, national and regional 
level governance systems are emerging, 
regulation overall remains patchy, 
fragmented and uncoordinated; whereas 
the digitalization agenda of multinational 
corporations and large private investors 
is a global one and therefore requires 
effective global regulation as a response. 
Through collective bargaining and other 
initiatives, public service unions worldwide 
are paying special attention to anticipating 
and addressing any worker abuse arising 
from the use of new digital technologies 
(e.g. workers’ data privacy, surveillance 
and monitoring, OSH psycho-social risks 
and work-life balance) aiming to ensure 
that technological change respects human 
and workers’ rights and improves – not 
deteriorates – their quality of life.
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