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Abstract  

The PlanIT Valley utopia placed Portugal on the global map during the first wave of 
externally driven, smart urbanism from scratch. This chapter presents the case of open 
data development in Lisbon (‘Lisboa Aberta’) as the epitome of a recent shift towards 
more endogenously driven smart experimentation centred around notions of 
transparency, participation, innovation and co-creation. It illustrates how open data 
moved across changing urban agendas during a period of five years, gaining 
momentum when it became connected to higher-level ‘city-as-a-platform’ strategies 
and entrepreneurship promotion agendas. The chapter illustrates how this re-
situating came with heightened levels of financial and political support, new network 
formation and constituency, but also how it risks driving civic participation and data 
openness purposes to the background of the initiative, leading to a number of open 
questions about the role of startups in contemporary versions of smart urbanism. 
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Introduction 

Over the last decade, Portugal has received considerable attention within the ‘smart 
city’ realm due to the PlanIT Valley project – an ambitious attempt to build a new city 
from scratch to test all sorts of proprietary technologies (Carvalho and Campos 2013, 
Carvalho et al. 2017b). The new city was never built (van den Bosch 2018) but its vision 
largely epitomizes a growing critique of the so-called ‘top-down’ smart city 
development (e.g. Jaffe 2013, Poole 2014). In fact, and drawing on PlanIT Valley and 
many other greenfield (Carvalho 2015) and ‘actually existing’ smart city experiments 
(Shelton et al. 2015), several authors have highlighted fundamental pitfalls such as 
technological inflexibility, power imbalances, vendor dependence, data control, the 
risks of algorithmic governance, and fragmented urbanism, among others (for 
reviews, see Townsend 2013 and Kitchin 2016).  

Yet, in Portugal as in many other parts of the world, ‘smart city’ discourses and 
strategies have become more nuanced in the last few years, increasingly moving from 
top-down visions to embrace notions of transparency, citizen involvement, flexibility 
and co-creation (e.g. Baron 2013, Nesta 2015, Urbact 2016, ZOOM Smart Cities 2017). 
The open data movement in cities informs this turn, with many local governments 
worldwide launching initiatives to release and re-use several types of city data 
(Goldstein and Dyson 2013, Ojo et al. 2015). Often under the umbrella of wider ‘smart-
digital’ urban strategies (Carvalho and van Tuijl 2017), open data initiatives promise 
to broaden the scope and type of innovation actors involved, moving from large 
technology powerhouses towards more distributed communities including 
entrepreneurs, academics, civic activists, and journalists, among others (e.g. 
Townsend 2013). Moreover, and in opposition to command-and-control types of 
governance, open data promises more democratic access to city data and a more 
equal distribution of power among governments, companies and citizens (e.g. 
Hunsinger and Schrock 2016). 

To illustrate and critically reflect on this contemporary shift, this chapter explores 
Lisbon´s open data initiative, to understand how the open data agenda has unfolded 
in Portugal´s capital city. The first open data initiatives in Lisbon began in 2011 and 
were driven by the municipality´s transparency and participation agenda. Yet, open 
data only gained significant momentum in 2016 when it was linked to the 
development of a new-generation urban operations platform, as well as to the city´s 
economic agenda on entrepreneurship and startup promotion. This re-situating of 
open data within the city came with heightened levels of financial and political support 
as well as new network formations and constituencies. An example is the creation of 
a specific startup incubation programme called ‘Smart Open Lisboa’ that is 
prototyping solutions to the city´s problems using open data. Yet, as it will be shown, 
the pressure to deliver and showcase solutions also meant prioritizing established 
startups and data-driven innovation broadly speaking, which paradoxically risks 
driving civic participation and data openness to the background of the initiative.  

This chapter draws on the analysis of secondary material including press releases, 
reports, and government documents as well as 12 semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews conducted by the authors with policymakers, government agencies, 
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municipal staff, startups, event organizers, academic researchers and data activists 
involved with open data development in Lisbon between July 2016 and May 2017. 
Additionally, the authors participated in the launch event for Lisbon´s open data 
initiative in February 2016 and a meet-up event organized by the municipality to 
discuss future challenges for open data in Lisbon in October 2016.   

The chapter is organised as follows. The next section briefly reviews the early 
developments of open data in cities and how their rationales have evolved in recent 
years and become situated in different urban agendas. Next, it proceeds to explore 
how these on-going changes have played out in the case of Lisbon. The final section 
summarises the findings and highlights some issues in relation to open data 
development in cities and smart urbanization more generally.   

Open data in cities: an uneasy combination of multiple (changing) objectives 

Early developments 

The open data movement can be traced back to two other related societal 
movements, unfolding already for some decades now, namely the ‘freedom of 
information’ movement – concerned with transparency and the right to access 
government-related, decision-making information (which is now a constitutional right 
in many countries of the world) – and the ‘knowledge commons’ movement, 
advocating for open publishing processes with respect to licencing, copyrights and 
intellectual property, e.g. in scientific publishing and software code (e.g. Kitchin 2014). 
At the convergence of these movements, open data gained momentum during the 
late 2000s as a number of governments (e.g. the Obama Administration in the US), 
Internet advocates, inter-governmental organizations (e.g. OECD) and civil officers in 
large municipalities in Europe and North America started to advocate for the open 
release of government data (e.g. Goldstein and Dyson 2013, Townsend 2013). 

While freedom of information laws made governmental bodies passively obliged to 
share information about decision-making processes and operations, the open data 
movement envisioned a more radical transformation in which data about public 
services, government decisions and provisions are proactively opened, easily accessed 
online through ‘machine-readable’ formats and under licences that allow for re-use 
and re-distribution (e.g. Open Knowledge Foundation 2016). Defined as such, the 
ultimate goal is to allow for interoperability or the ability for different users and 
organizations to collaborate and combine different datasets together – e.g. to 
visualize urban phenomena, to develop apps and software, among many other 
innovations and solutions for use by citizens and governments. 

Naturally, open data requires a complex socio-technical transition. It can hardly be 
implemented by decree and there is a large gap between ‘viewing’ and ‘doing’ (e.g. 
Truffer et al. 2002). Apart from technology, open data challenges many of the cultural, 
social, economic and legal foundations behind the production and use of data by 
government bodies (Janssen et al. 2012), requiring experimentation and the 
development of new knowledge, constituencies and legitimation before it can be 
embedded in society. Because of these challenges, and similar to other socio-technical 
transitions (e.g. Frantzeskaki et al. 2017), the presence of dense networks of actors, 
community movements, political power and other resources (knowledge, finance) 
meant that cities and local governments were among the most relevant arenas or 
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‘labs’ (Karvonen and van Heur 2014) to nurture new governance models involving 
open data (Carvalho et al. 2017a).  

Unsurprisingly, far from being refined ‘experimentation’ perspectives, most open data 
initiatives have been social and politically defensible under more prosaic rationales. 
At first, many open data pilots in cities were justified under participation, 
transparency and enhanced democratic objectives. For example, by opening 
government data, citizens and other organizations would be more aware of the 
government´s operations and decisions, engage more in public affairs and contribute 
to advanced forms of participative democracy. Yet, the motivation for committing 
resources into open data experimentation soon moved beyond transparency to 
include government efficiency and local economic development (Goldstein and Dyson 
2013). For example, combining government data would contribute to break down 
administrative silos, reduce inefficiencies, optimize operations and lead to better 
public service delivery. Moreover, just as a number of organizations and consultancies 
heralded the monetization potential of government data (e.g. McKinsey Global 
Institute 2013), local governments perceived open data as a way to foster new digital 
industries, jobs and local economic development. Providing large companies and local 
startups with raw material to create and test new smart solutions would benefit the 
city and generate profits when transferred to other places, resulting in both social and 
private gain. 

The ways in which these benefits and ambitions – transparency, efficiency and 
economic development – have been mobilized to justify open data initiatives varies 
across jurisdictions and urban contexts (Kitchin 2014), depending on a city’s specific 
social, cultural and economic context, as well as on the agendas, interests and 
priorities of local planners and policy makers. For example, recent studies on 
pioneering open data initiatives in Europe found that cities like Helsinki and Dublin 
exhibit a stark contrast in the ways that broad open data ambitions are negotiated 
and situated in the city. While Helsinki linked its open data pilot (‘Helsinki Infoshare’) 
to rationales of openness and transparency steered by planners ambitions to enhance 
the use of design and data to improve citizen-government intercation (Otgaar and 
Carvalho 2017), the early release of open data in Dublin (‘Dublinked’) explicitly sought 
to fuel ‘smart city’ innovation and revamp the local economy in the midst of a financial 
crisis by championing a coalition between the City, local universities and IBM 
(Carvalho and Otgaar 2017).  

Re-situating open data in cities? 

The ways in which general open data visions are negotiated and situated in urban 
development’s ambitions and strategies varies from place to place, but also changes 
over time. Solazo (2015, cited in Barns 2016) makes an illustrative distinction between 
two general open data ‘waves’: the early ‘open’ wave and a more recent ‘data’ wave. 
It is argued that the second wave is overtaking the first as local governments search 
for new data-driven applications to improve both internal municipal processes and 
external services to citizens. In the process, local governments increasingly position 
themselves as data ‘platforms’ (O´Reilly 2010) in which multiple organizations, 
companies and software developers can access and recombine data. As described by 
Barns (2016: 559), and notwithstanding city-specific nuances, this trend is epitomized 
by the appointment of new city bureaucracies such as Chief Data Officers, with an eye 
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to pursue data integration and coordination across city departments and between the 
city and external organizations. As smart city technologies and urban sensor networks 
promise to optimize urban management while simultaneously threatening massive 
data deluges (The Economist 2010), municipalities are actively seeking data 
integration systems and platforms to combine all sorts of closed, shared and, 
whenever possible (but not as a priority) open data (van der Lans 2015). 

The re-situating of open data within broader platform strategies and the focus on 
data-driven ‘solutions’ to urban problems has highlighted new types of actors. 
Examples include startups, entrepreneurs, data evangelists and ‘app’ competition 
event organizers (Almirall et al. 2014, Barns 2016), sometimes at the expense of e.g. 
civil society groups and data journalists (Schrock 2016). Some authors argue that the 
role of startups and software developers has dominated open data strategies, 
hampering the ability of local governments to articulate their open government 
priorities (Robinson and Yu 2012, Barns 2016). This is not particularly evident as the 
focus of experimentation focuses on the rapid development of solutions and business 
models that can be transferred to other geographies (van Winden and van den Buuse 
2017). In the process, innovation ‘sites’ become temporary and fluid – e.g. during 
‘hack days’ and software programming competitions – while specific districts within 
cities are cherry-picked for piloting and demonstrating data-driven solutions (Evans et 
al. 2016). In this sense, open data ‘solutionism’ is increasingly connected to 
contemporary forms of so-called startup urbanism (Rossi and Di Bella 2017), in which 
aspiring and established entrepreneurs strive to develop new data ‘commons’ in the 
urban environment while trying to embed themselves in global networks of ideas and 
finance, actively encouraged and supported by government’s ambitions to position 
startups as a remedy for overall economic contraction (see also Rossi 2017). 

All in all, this re-situating of open data within shifting urban agendas creates new 
uncertainties and hesitations about the future of open data, both per se and as part 
of broader smart city strategies. Beyond on-going populist movements that defy data 
openness principles in some parts of the world (e.g. Knorr 2017), an important issue 
is whether the heightened focus on the economic-entrepreneurial and service 
efficiency dividends of open data – paired with new experimentation resources (e.g. 
finance, political support) and quick wins – may actually hamper the development of 
broader open data transitions in the medium- and long-term. Early open data 
evangelists in Northern Europe speak of ‘boom and bust’ phenomena while social and 
political support drifts away as heralded economic gains fail to materialize, while civic 
participation and data openness paradoxically move to the background of the 
initiatives (e.g. T. Demeyer, personal communication, 8 December 2015). Despite the 
acknowledged benefits of open data and government-as-a-platform strategies to 
enhance the functioning of governments (e.g. Barns 2016), this dynamic conflict of 
objectives raises new issues for open data initiatives as they struggle to find their place 
in revamped smart city strategies (Carvalho 2017).  

Open data in Lisbon 

In this section, the aforementioned issues are illustrated by looking at the ways in 
which open data initiatives emerged and became (re-) situated within Lisbon´s recent 
smart city strategies. Lisbon is Portugal´s capital city (500,000 inhabitants) and the 
core of a metropolitan area of about 2.8 million inhabitants (INE 2011). As mentioned, 
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Portugal received considerable policy and scholarly attention during the early critique 
of smart city utopias due to the vendor-driven PlanIT Valley project that was planned 
for a greenfield location in the north of the country. Curiously, the failure of PlanIT 
Valley is seldom mentioned – if at all – in contemporary smart city strategies and policy 
documents, notwithstanding the recent growth of ‘smart’ experimentation in the 
country (ZOOM Smart Cities 2017). Over the last few years, and in line with other 
European counterparts, Portuguese cities (mainly Porto and Lisbon) became involved 
in a growing number of piloting, knowledge exchange and ‘smart’ demonstration 
schemes, often supported by European funding programmes. At the national level, 
‘smart’ agendas have been championed by the Ministry of the Environment, focusing 
on urban-ecological improvements but also with an eye to develop new technologies 
to be exported and scaled up elsewhere (INTELI 2014). Data-related issues are a 
growing concern and, although efficiency goals tend to dominate local ‘smart’ 
agendas, a new rhetoric of participation, transparency, innovation and co-creation 
around data has also emerged (ZOOM Smart Cities 2017).  

The development of open data initiatives in Lisbon illustrates such a turn. At the time 
of this writing (October 2017), the city´s open data platform – Lisboa Aberta (‘Open 
Lisbon’) – hosted 387 open datasets from 13 different organisationsi. Portugal has 
been considered an open data ‘follower’ due to the average maturity of the country´s 
open data portals and regulatory frameworks in place (Open Data Barometer 2017). 
In April 2016, the Municipality of Lisbon took bold steps to implement its new ‘open 
data policy’, establishing clear responsibilities and nominating an open data 
coordinator (the city´s recently appointed Chief Data Officer). Lisbon´s open data 
policy was established under the umbrella of the Information Systems (‘IT’) alderman 
to foster: i) active civic participation; ii) transparency and citizen access to information; 
iii) economic development and new technology solutions and iv) internal municipal 
efficiency gains (City of Lisbon 2016). Beyond this rhetoric, how did open data actually 
emerge and become situated within the local ‘smart’ strategies over time? 

Linking open data to participation 

Lisbon´s first open data experiments date from 2011, nurtured under the city´s 
participation agenda. The initiative – ‘Open Data LX’ – grew from a partnership 
between the city of Lisbon, the national agency for government modernization and 
the city´s environmental agency. It focused on openness and on fostering citizen-
government dialogue in a time when the first national open data portal was also under 
development (‘Dados.Gov’). A number of municipal departments were asked to 
collect and release datasets (mostly Excel files), which were hosted within the so-
called ‘Participation Portal’ together with other initiatives such as community dialogue 
platforms, idea forums and participatory budgeting tools. 

Despite the initial focus on participation and transparency, Open Data LX soon became 
connected to a number of early app competitions in Lisbon (Vodafone Lisbon BIG 
Apps) in which the use of data from the platform was mandatory. Moreover, between 
2011 and 2013, new open data releases and experimentation benefited from the 
participation of the municipality – together with other local partners and eight 
European Cities – in a major European research and innovation project called CitySDK 
(‘Service Design Kit’), with the ambition to develop scalable user interfaces for the 
city´s (open) data. Despite the municipality´s commitment to the project, as explained 
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by an academic researcher involved in it: 

[The initiative] died when people championing it in the City changed [job] 
positions, and when the funding was over. (…). It was not easy to get data as 
people were afraid of everything, the usual hurdles…[The project] opened 
mindsets about open data, but people [in the City] just kept doing things the 
same old way when the project was over. 

During 2014, as early enthusiasm and resources waned, the municipal officers more 
closely involved with Open Data LX realised that the initiative was exhausted and 
stopped maintaining the platform. Yet, during that year, the same municipal officers 
decided to test the visualization of a few datasets within a newly released software 
platform made available by the City´s GIS software vendor. A recently appointed 
alderman for IT liked the idea, and these experiments gave rise to a new city portal 
called Geodados (‘Geo-data’) with a few geo-referenced datasets. This portal would 
be ultimately integrated into a broader Municipal programme called ‘Lisboa Aberta’ 
(also under the IT department) that was intended to restore open data efforts in 
tandem with digital inclusion and civic participation objectives. Yet, at this time, open 
data was still largely disconnected from the smart city agendas, that were only starting 
to emerge in the city. 

Re-situating open data: between integrated data platforms and new forms of startup 
urbanism 

Integrated City Operations Centre (COI) 

During 2015, two major smart city initiatives were devised within the municipality 
which, according to a municipal staff member in the economic department, ‘helped 
to formulate the City´s positioning in the field, create new [constituency] networks 
and get people speaking the same language’, namely involving the City´s IT, economic 
and innovation departments. One such initiatives was the development, with other 
European Cities, of a large project consortium (named ‘Sharing Cities’), funded under 
a European ‘Lighthouse’ Innovation Project for the development and upscaling of 
smart city solutions (e.g. electric bikes and mobility solutions, smart grids, buildings 
and data-management solutions). The other initiative involved a plan to develop a City 
Operations Centre (COI), a platform to integrate multiple IT and data systems from 
the municipality and beyond (e.g. data from telecom companies, energy utilities, 
transportation companies, etc.).  

Lisbon´s COI was intended to be more than a conventional ‘control room’ – like the 
one developed by IBM in Rio de Janeiro (e.g. Townsend 2013) – and focused on 
pursuing data integration overall, including open data. As explained by one of its 
proponents: 

In the past [a COI] was a closed control room with monitors and the like, which 
does not make too much sense anymore. Now we want it to be everywhere, 
in people´s desktops and smartphones as well as in City departments. (…) In 
order to have all the relevant information real-time we need data from several 
sources, internal and external [to the municipality]. (…). Parts of it will be 
private, but a lot of it can also be made available as open data.  

At this stage, the plans to develop the COI became intertwined with the City´s (still 
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embryonic) open data agenda, with the former acting as a catalyst for the latter, 
namely by providing resources and additional buy-in from data providersii. The task 
force appointed to develop the COI – staffed with experienced municipal officers and 
led by a newly appointed Chief Data Officer –also became responsible for 
implementing the open data strategy in the city. This made it possible to explore 
synergies by liaising with external COI data providers, but also to have enough leeway 
to explore alternative viewpoints and pathways for open data, not only with City 
departments but also with e.g. data activists, universities, companies, startups, etc. As 
described by a task force member:  

This afternoon I will meet with two startups that used open data from the 
municipality to know what they felt, if the data is well documented, what else 
would be needed, etc. […] The idea is to avoid having just a bunch of data that 
nobody uses, but select a few and then invest in it. […] Next week we´ll host a 
workshop with journalists, researchers, startups, etc. to discuss how to re-use 
data. Because there are always multiple understandings, aren’t there? If we 
talk with person A [data activist] he will tell me that some [open data] models 
are already exhausted, and maybe there are better and more useful ways. We 
don´t really know, and everything is still open. 

On the top of that, by linking the somehow ‘low profile’ open data strategy with the 
‘high-level’ COI project for Lisbon – which was of significant interest to many external 
stakeholders – a broader constituency network was mobilized to make some non-
municipal datasets also openly available. To this effect, the previous contacts between 
the municipality and 18 external COI partners (e.g. transport, energy, waste and 
telecom companies, national tourism and civil protection agencies, etc.) were 
extended to include their participation in open data initiatives. As explained by a 
senior officer jointly involved with the COI and open data strategies in the city: 

These [utility] companies want to take part in the game, and without them 
Lisboa Aberta [open data strategy] could turn into a failure. Just as we benefit 
from linking up to their real-time data, they also want to link to ours and know 
[e.g.] where the municipality is opening new streets and running construction 
works, or to jointly coordinate actions during emergency situations. And if one 
[utility company] is present, the others also want to take part in it, and so on. 

Nevertheless, beyond the rhetoric and the signing of memoranda, the involvement of 
external stakeholders and utility companies in open data initiatives may be far from 
straightforward, and not necessarily very appealing to these parties. As suggest by a 
municipal officer involved with open data in Lisbon: 

Parts of the data [in COI] will always be private or just shared among the 
municipality and other organizations, but now we can also knock on their door 
and say, hey, we are here, could you please also give us something for open 
data? We were actually making our own bets internally on which data they 
[COI team] would get [from external organizations]. We have very little right 
now, but hopefully more will come. 

Smart Open Lisboa and Lisbon´s startup agenda 

During 2016, the City´s open data strategy became intertwined with the City´s 
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innovation and entrepreneurship agenda (named ‘Made of Lisboa’), championed by 
the economic and innovation department. This agenda had been gathering 
considerable leeway and political support over the previous years, namely as Lisbon 
was chosen as the host city for the WebSummit – a leading global technology 
conference – beginning in 2016 (see Figure 1). By this time, open data efforts in the 
city (and the ‘openness’ narrative around it) were mobilised by the economic 
department to foster a link between startup promotion and smart city ambitions, 
which became embodied through a new startup acceleration programme named 
‘Smart Open Lisboa’ (SOL).  

Figure 1. Banners from ‘Made of Lisboa’ in the city 
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Source: the authors 

 

SOL was designed to encourage startups to work with city data to prototype (and pilot) 
urban technology solutions in the city, in a three-month time frameiii. As in other 
startup acceleration programmes, the focus was on business growth and upscaling: in 
this case, on the ability of startup solutions to attract investment and contracts for 
replication in other cities, or in other organizations/domains within a city. To develop 
the programme, the municipality teamed up with a number of semi-public and private 
sponsors, such as Cisco Systems, Portugal Telecom, the National Tourism Agency and 
a startup acceleration company in Lisbon. As explained by a representative of the 
latter: 

People in the municipality started to speak about open data and now the 
objective was to move one step further and reach ‘smart cities’. […] This has to 
do with the startup and entrepreneurship ‘world’, in which we have a huge 
network and can thus attract startups to the [SOL] programme. Many of the 
startups envision also following up their activities through the Sharing Cities 
project. 

Inspired in other fast-paced startup acceleration programmes, SOL included an initial 
‘hackathon’, ‘bootcamps’, ‘pitches’, and ‘demo days’, as well as multiple mentoring 
sessions. Then, a handful of startups were selected to test their prototypes in a real-
life context in the city (e.g. in a specific building or square), mentored by the 
municipality or the project sponsors. Ultimately, startup finalists were also awarded 
with access to the 2016 WebSummit conference. SOL´s participants (at least in the 
2016 event) were mostly established startups rather than ‘civic hackers’ or hobbyists. 
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Moreover, the finalist startups needed to have ‘minimum viable products’, as 
explained, ‘in order to be able to walk fast down the road and have an immediate 
impact’. On what concerns data ‘openness’, the participation criteria was loose –  
illustrating the aforementioned turn from ‘open’ to ‘data’. For example, a condition 
to participate was to use open data from the municipality, or from any other source, 
or to open up the data generated during the experimentation; yet, as explained by 
one of the startups involved in the 2016 event, ‘it was not that there was a contract 
for it, it was an informal agreement’. Table 1 illustrates the types of issues addressed 
by the finalist startups in SOL´s 2016 event. 

Table 1. The finalist startups (SOL´s 2016 event)  

Finalist startups Aims Technology 

Startup A 
Assist NGO working with homeless 
people 

Geo-referenced social aid manager 

Startup B 

Make waste collection in cities 
more efficient 

Sensors connected to an online platform 
with dashboards and algorithms 

Startup C 
Reduce water and energy 
consumption by citizens 

Cyber-Physical system and gamification 
techniques 

Startup D 

Enhance urban mobility and 
identify less congested routes 

Digital products and technologies based 
on Cisco’s Connected Mobile Experience 
(CMX) 
 

Startup E 

Making energy consumption in 
buildings more efficient  

Cloud-based software that monitors and 
controls buildings’ energy consumption 
in real-time 

Startup F 

Understanding and monitoring the 
impact of sound in the urban 
environment  

Network of sensors and multi-channel 
microphones distributed throughout the 
city 

Startup G 

Automate customer support 
services (e.g. in municipalities) 

Automatic call response software based 
on previous interactions with customers 

Startup H 

Solutions for active aging and 
assistance in finding missing 
persons in a city 

Software platform using existing public 
and personal infrastructure 

Source: Own elaboration, based information from Smart Open Lisboa 
(http://www.smartopenlisboa.com/sol2016/) 

 

Overall, SOL brought new resources to the city´s (open) data agenda. For example, the 
programme enhanced the visibility of open data within the local startup community 
and beyond, and catalysed new conversations between data users and data providers 
(as illustrated in the previous section). Also, the focus on more experienced startups 
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increased the chance that some solutions will actually be developed instead of 
abandoned after the ‘hackathon’. Moreover, some of the piloting startups ultimately 
brought new knowledge, novelty and ideas to address urban issues, contributing to 
new discussions about the role of data in cities while broadening the types of business 
models pursued by conventional technology vendors. In this respect, urban 
technology experimentation and the auspices of SOL, perhaps more than championing 
open data per se, have played a role in connecting the startup world with the City´s 
smart city agenda.  

Yet, the benefits from the aforementioned associations between open-data-smart-
startup agendas also raises a number of questions and uncertainties for the broader 
embedding of open data ambitions in the city. Although it is too early to fully 
understand the scope and assess the outcomes of these connections in Lisbon, some 
issues can be raised from the first iteration of the SOL model.  

Overall, prioritization of established startups and data-driven innovation broadly 
speaking risks leading civic participation and data openness purposes to the 
background of the initiative. SOL has been inspired by other types of acceleration 
programmes, and a substantial part of the discussion focused on how to accelerate 
innovation, increase usability, acquire funding and grow a business. As explained by 
an event organizer: 

We kept the name ‘hackathon’, but [SOL] is actually a startup challenge. 
Hackathons are essentially techy, very experimental, which is something we 
prefer to avoid. (…) During the coming weeks, [startups] will do a proof of 
concept in which they test their concepts to understand what can make them 
most successful. In the end, we will choose a few startups and, together with 
the partners, provide them a ‘seal of approval’ to help them acquire more 
funding and partners. 

In this vein, startups and event organizers often perceive the city as a source of 
inspiration ‘commons’, demonstration and, for some, as a transitional point to upscale 
business and acquire new contracts elsewhere. As explained: 

 The first thing a client will say [to a startup] is ‘show me a use case, what 
happened and with whom did you work’. [Hence], this experimentation stage 
gives them just that, a ‘use case’ they can show in other countries. The same 
with Sharing Cities, which is an international programme and startups working 
in Lisbon can also test their technologies in other places. 

In this context, the discussion and learning about data openness is overshadowed, or 
at best, left as a secondary issue. While some startups do intend to release 
(aggregated) parts of newly collected data and have more social aims, others have 
more proprietary approaches, and intend to sell the data, or simply leave the data 
discussion to a latter point in time. As described by one startup, ‘[SOL] is a great 
opportunity to access [closed] city data, and we can build on it. In the future, we will 
generate our own data and decide whether to open parts or just sell them.’ 

Finally, it is unclear if the culture of speed and delivery of results promoted by startups 
is at odds with the sustainability of those results and, overall, with the civic 
participation objectives (initially) associated with the open data agenda in Lisbon. As 
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put by an open data expert and activist: 

By definition, startups are created for fast growth; to acquire funding and 
reach a business model that allows for profit. This is a good thing, I have 
nothing against it, but it may be at odds with open data innovation. […] Not 
every open dataset can be monetized; if the focus goes too fast towards 
monetizing, notions of democracy and participation are lost. […] Startups and 
new business models would be the logical extension of a more open and 
participative society, rather than the start of the pipeline. 

All in all, this suggests that the promotion of startups and the focus on acceleration 
and upscaling, while sensible in the world of entrepreneurship, may be increasingly 
misaligned with the slow development of open governance. In this vein, and like early 
smart city pilots and visions, open data development risks becoming subservient to 
short-term economic gain while jeopardizing broader socio-technical transition aims. 

Conclusions and reflections 

The PlanIT Valley utopia placed Portugal on the global map during the first wave of 
external, vendor-driven, top-down smart urbanism. The case of open data 
development in Lisbon illustrates a turn in smart city initiatives, that increasingly 
mobilise notions of transparency and participation, as well as innovation and service 
improvement. As described, the first experiments with open data in Lisbon starting in 
2011, focusing on participation and transparency. Yet, they gained momentum in 
2016 only as they became linked to higher-level, more resourceful smart city 
initiatives. The development of the municipality’s Integrated City Operations Centre 
symbolised a new city-as-a-platform approach. This was followed by Lisbon´s 
innovation and startup promotion agenda in which a tailor-made startup acceleration 
programme was designed to foster experimentation with (open) data-driven 
technology in the city (‘Smart Open Lisboa’). 

This re-situating of open data in the city and the connections with other agendas came 
with heightened levels of financial and political support, new network formations and 
constituencies. Yet, and namely in relation to the startup agenda, the ambition to 
deliver results by accelerating companies and showcasing solutions also involved the 
prioritisation of established startups and data-driven innovation broadly speaking,  
relegating initial civic participation and data openness purposes to the background. 
This illustration from Lisbon resonates with concerns in many cities that the 
heightened focus on the short term economic dividends from open data may actually 
hamper the development of a broader open data transition in the medium- and long-
term, resulting in boom-and-bust phenomena.  

The case of open data development in Lisbon raises a number of additional 
considerations and open questions. First, it suggests that the embeddedness of the 
open data movement in cities may rely on fragile and temporary networks that 
become assembled and reassembled over time as stakeholder interests and strategies 
evolve. Moreover, the urban contexts that define and influence the configuration of 
open data strategies in place are themselves shaped by emerging external-to-the-city 
networks and policy agendas (e.g. European research funds for smart 
experimentation; or the attraction of large technology events like the WebSummit). 
Because of this, open data and other related smart agendas in cities are likely to go 
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through different rounds of negotiation in nuanced and sometimes volatile 
governance and policy contexts. It is still unclear today how this potential volatility 
may influence the quality and ability of smart agendas to gain (or lose) traction, 
namely because there are still very little – yet much needed – longitudinal studies on 
smart city development in their urban contexts.  

Second, the emergence of new types of data-driven urban strategies, like in Lisbon, 
raises new questions about whether notions like ‘smart open’ have the potential to 
become a new narrative for a city’s future, and the implications of ‘smart’ urban 
development driven by startups. This marks a rather significant shift in the smart city 
discourse from global corporate players to the innovation abilities of local startups. 
This case study suggests that this shift might come with advantages (e.g. heightened 
resources for experimentation, innovation potential) and disadvantages (e.g. diverting 
the focus of experimentation from open governance and societal learning towards the 
upscaling of startups). Hence, there is an open question about the extent to which this 
shift can ameliorate the frequently pointed problems of smart city development (e.g. 
Kitchin, 2016) or simply represent old wine in new bottles. 

Finally, the development of open data in Lisbon calls attention to the uneasy 
relationship between open data ambitions and the overall ‘smart-digital-data’ 
strategies in which they are often nurtured and access resources (e.g. finance, staff, 
advocacy) in contemporary smart urbanism. How the tensions between different 
types of objectives (participation, service efficiency and economic development) are 
solved, and how they interact with one another across different urban contexts are a 
key issue for policymakers and for further research. A deeper appreciation of the 
positive and negative dynamic interplays between these objectives is pivotal to realize 
the potential of data openness within a smart urbanism framework. 
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i	The Municipality of Lisbon and affiliated organizations released roughly 80 percent 

of the datasets and 13 percent were released by the National Institute of Statistics 

(Lisboa Aberta, 2017).	

ii	One interviewee suggests that linking to the open data agenda was a relevant 

resource for the Sharing Cities project and the COI strategy as well, in order to 

strengthen their image as open and inclusive initiatives vis-à-vis early top-down, 

closed and control-centred smart city solutions.   	

iii	For the second iteration of the programme in 2017, the timeframe was extended 

to 6 months and new partners joined the initiative (e.g. the city´s water company).	

																																																								


