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Discovery

Automatic for
the people

Can a deluge df new technology fix an indebted,
small Greek city? Venetia Rainey reports

* n the past, residents had to call the
* vice-mayor just to change a broken street
lamp,” says Sonia Sofou, a police officer
turned civil servant. “Now you don’t need
toknow a politician to get something done.”

" The 37-year-old is hard at work in the
control room of Trikala, Greece’s first smart city.
On the wall, nine screens display colourful maps
and graphs monitoring the availability of parking
spaces, the status of traffic lights and water pipes,
the location of rubbish trucks and the town hall’s
monthly budget.

Sofou answers the phone, logging reports of
uncollected rubbish and fallen tree branches into
the small city’s e-complaint system. As she works,
the information shows up on one of the screens
above her.

Smart cities - usually defined as those that use
technology to improve services, increase transpar-
ency and become more efficient - are proliferating
around the world. Pioneered in Europe, they can
now be found everywhere from India to Korea.
With more than two-thirds of the world’s popu-
Iation expected tolive in citiesby 2050, findingways
to make cities work better has become a priority.
Major companies such as Intel, Cisco Systems and
IBM are involved in researching new applications
in this growing field.

Set among green fields in the agricultural heart-

land of Greece, the historic city of Trikala - popu-

lation 82,000 - was not an obvious candidate for
the nation’s first smart city.

The country was in the grips of a financial crisis _

and themunicipality was €45m ($52m)indebtwhen
Dimitris Papastergiou became mayorin 2014. There
was zero budget for his grand, tech-savvy plans.
But through collaborations with partners
including the European commission, which
funded a driverless bus pilot, and companies such

asGreece’s Sieben and Parkguru, Trikalahasearned
areputation for innovation that dates back to 2004
when Greece’s ministry of economics named it the
nation’s first digital city. It was later shortlisted
as one of the top 21 smart cities in the world. By
participating in EU-funded projects and offering
up a test site for local tech companies, the city has
cutitsdebtby €20m.

Out of all the projects, the e-complaint system
has had one of the biggest impacts on residents’
lives. Since the start of the year, the municipality
has received about 4,000 requests and comments.
About 10% came from a smariphone app released
last year, according to the municipality, and issues
are resolved more quickly (averaging eight days
rather than a month) - plus the whole process is
more transparent.

Elsewhere, anexpenmentwrthsensor—eqmpped
streetlightsslashed electricity usageby 70%. The EU
project saw a handful of unmanned buses ferry peo-
ple around the city for six months. Although they
got to keep the fibre optics installed for the pilot,
Papastergiou admits this last one was more about

' inspiring citizens than making a concrete improve-

ment to their lives. “The main achievement was to
persuade the community that there is a change in
front of us and we have to be adapted to it”

Trikala is also the only place in Greece to have
supplied Lego and Raspberry Pi robotics kits to all
its 120 public schools, a move paid for by e-Trikala,
acompany created in 2008 to fund localinnovation
that is majority-owned by the municipality.

An experiment with
sensor-equipped
streetlights has slashed
electricity usage by 70%
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Over in the echoing corridors of the 7th High
School of Trikala, ICT teacher Vassilios Spachos
shows off his robotics lab - the first of its size in a
Greek public school when it opened in 2015 with a
grant from the Stavros Niarchos Foundationand sup-
port from the municipality. Standing around tables
ofhand-built creations thatcan escapemazes, climb
stairsand analyse water quality, he explainswhysuch
opportunities are so important for Trikala’s youth.

“This has opened their minds and they have
found newjobsthatthey couldn’timagine existed,”
he says. “For example, when I asked [one student]
what he’s going to do afterthis year, he told me: ‘I
wili become a doctor, but a robotic doctor?” -

Unsurprisingly, someamongtheoldergeneration




scorn the hi-techinitiatives as pointless. “There are

afew who think, we don’t need that;” says 79-year-
oldretiree George Kiriakoulis, whotook aride on the
driverless bus once out of curiosity. “But mostlymy
friends are positive on these new things”

This shift in attitudes is one of Trikala’s big-
gest achievements, says Pantoleon Skayannis, a
professor specialising in innovation at the Uni-
versity of Thessaly’s department of planning and
regional development. It “might not be Nasa tech-
nology”, he says, “but they create an environment
in which citizens are gradually immersed and get
used to IT”

The city hasbigplansforthe future. Trikalawants
to join the EU’s Activage programme, which tests
smart houses that monitor elderly residents’ health
by detecting movement and food consumption.
Trikala also wants to further develop a farming

project that uses technology to grow ancient
medicinal plants for the pharmaceutical industry.

The hope is that the tech farming project will
create jobs, especially for young people, and fight
one of the biggest problems in Trikala and Greece:
brain drain. About 420,000 Greeks, mostly young
graduates, have emigrated since the financial crash
in2008.

The youth unemployment rate, which includes
students, reached 50% in 2013 and is still hovering
around 44%, the highest in the EU.

For ICT teacher Spachos, creating smarter cities
isthekeytotackling this problem. “Techisthe only
sector that gives young people the tools to succeed
in life nowadays, just look at the wealthy peoplein
the world,” he says, shaking his head.

“If our country could follow the example of this
municipality, maybe we could get out of this crisis.”




