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One of the first topics the committee tackled was the surge of interest in artificial intelligence (AI) and 
data-driven approaches to city design. As soon as we talk about smart cities, participants noted, the 
conversation invariably turns to AI. From self-driving lorries in Dallas (US), to social care chatbots in 
Buenos Aires,1 the past year, advances in AI have been dramatic, and cities are beginning to feel the 
effects.
Committee members emphasized that AI should be seen as an enabler to achieve sustainability and 
efficiency goals, rather than viewing its adoption as the end goal itself. There was a general criticism 
that, much like the overuse of the term “smart,” there is a temptation among urban developers to 
“blindly grab for an AI-based solution first,” when more impactful and appropriate solutions are 
available. 

There was broad agreement that AI and data analytics can help cities optimise everything from traffic 
flows to energy use – but only if the operators in those key systems figure out how to harness the 
right data and draw meaningful insights, enabling further efficiencies across the city’s vital 
infrastructure and networks. Technological showcases, while important for sparking further 
innovation and interest, are not the long-term drivers of smart city development progress.

The committee agreed that an integral part of this shared vision for smart cities is that they are 
flexible enough to integrate future technological advancements and changing behaviors of residents. 
One example discussed was the potential impact that fully autonomous vehicles may eventually have 
on city design. When the day arrives where people can reliably hail a self-driving taxi, and then enjoy 
a quick, affordable, and convenient journey, this may substantially reduce the need for car ownership. 
With fewer owned cars and fewer human taxi drivers, this should theoretically reduce the need for 
cities to maintain sizeable car parks and multi-lane roads. 

With driverless taxi trials gaining speed in forward-leaning cities like Dubai2, urban planners must 
anticipate this changing dynamic now. New parking facilities built to cater to current demand could be 
engineered so that they can later be converted to other uses if personal car demand drops. AI has an 
essential role to play in this regard; by creating reliable city-wide digital twins, AI-based solutions can 
optimize plans for individual buildings, neighborhoods, even whole zones, while always ensuring that 
such plans are flexible enough to cater to a broad range of future scenarios.

AI in smart city development is not just about making individual areas of city living more efficient and 
sustainable; it has the potential to fundamentally alter the urban fabric by designing infrastructure 
and operational measures that quickly respond to the changing needs of the people who use them.

We are creating huge volumes of data that no one quite seems to know 
how to leverage. Without the right direction, the right vision for the city, 
it’s easy to get pulled towards a tech adoption that looks good on paper 
but doesn’t deliver in terms of improving liveability. We need to agree 
on what a smart city looks like before racing into AI implementations for 
their own sake.
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About Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week 

Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week (ADSW) is a 
global platform supported by the UAE and its 
clean energy leader, Masdar, to address the 
world’s most pressing sustainability challenges 
through crucial conversations accelerating 
responsible development and fostering 
inclusive economic, social and environmental 
progress.  

For more than 15 years, ADSW has convened 
decision-makers from governments, the private 
sector and civil society to advance the global 
sustainability agenda through dialogue, 
cross-sector collaboration and impactful 
solutions. Throughout the year, ADSW 
conversations and initiatives facilitate 
knowledge sharing and collective action that 
will ensure a sustainable world for future 
generations.  

About the World Future Energy Summit

The World Future Energy Summit is the leading 
global event for clean energy and 
sustainability, bringing together innovators, 
business leaders, policymakers, and investors 
to turn ambition into action.

Over three days, the international exhibition 
and conference addresses the most pressing 
challenges of our time—clean energy, climate 
change, sustainable cities, water security, 
waste management, green finance, and the 
transformative power of artificial intelligence.

By uniting almost 42,000 attendees from public, 
private, and non-profit sectors, it serves as a 
critical bridge between bold policy and 
real-world solutions.
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