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Have civil society and governments ceded too much power
and influence to a few tech corporations? Why analysis of
the smart city needs to include private sector data.

Dillon Mahmoudi (University of Maryland, Baltimore County)
and  Alan  Wiig  (University  of  Florida)  comment  on  the
contributions  of  the  Buildings  &  Cities  special  issue  Data
Politics  in  the  Built  Environment.  This  commentary
considers  how  tech  corporates  such  as  Amazon  are
changing urban life  and creating new forms of  automated
surveillance.

The  timely  collection  of  essays  in  the  Buildings  &  Cities
special issue 'Data Politics in the Built Environment' makes
the case that scholars, practitioners and activists working
towards more equitable and just cities must consider the
politics of data. This commentary considers Sharma et al.’s
(2023, p. 316, citing Kitchin 2021) provocation for scholars
critical of the techno-utopianism of the smart city to ‘trouble’ the topic by directly addressing ‘the injustices inherent to
contemporary visions of [smart cities]’.  Their paper calls for an intersectional approach that ‘seeks to understand the
dynamics of interaction between different oppressions showing how different oppressions shape and impact one another’
(Sharma et al. 2023, p. 318).

The present commentary considers how corporate surveillance capitalism (Sareen et al. 2023, p. 613; citing Zuboff 2019)
produces and reproduces the ‘actually existing smart city’  (Shelton et al.  2015; Mackinnon et al.  2022).  Over  the last
decade-plus a  few large firms have taken over  foundational  aspects  of  the  urban,  high-street  economy of  shopping,
socialising  and  entertainment,  but  also  embody  many  of  the  problematic  and  profitable  elements  of  the  smart  city
including automated surveillance and the rapid and efficient, digitised management of goods, services and workers.

In  turn,  this  raises  a  challenge  for  urban  scholars  to  think  beyond  the  traditional  data  production  and  governance
boundaries to include the economic activities that take place in the peripheral zones that so often house the warehouses
and  distribution  centres  (e.g.  Amazon  and  its  competitors).  These  spaces  may  sit  outside  the  regulatory  reach  of
municipal officials working on smart city projects (and on a city’s management in general), but as Amazon’s warehouses
have replaced a city’s brick and mortar storefronts, the corporation has taken on an outsize role in everyday urban life.

A brief illustrative case is presented to summarise ongoing research in Baltimore, Maryland, US. Baltimore is a coastal port
city that rose to prominence in the 19th century with industrial manufacturing, shipbuilding, steel production and sprawling
transshipment railways and ports (Liebel 2006). Since the 1960s the city has seen significant social and economic decline
marked by population loss and urban decay.

Today, on the formerly industrial waterfront is one of the largest Amazon fulfilment centres in the country. About 1,500
employees work in a windowless, 95,000 m  facility that processes tens if not hundreds of thousands of packages a day
and a short 6 km (4 miles) from the city centre (MacGillis 2021). Where once molten steel flowed to produce machinery
and consumer commodities, bits now flow on the silicon microchips of robots and data servers to manage the efficient
movement  of  commodities  made in  factories  elsewhere,  typically  in  Asia  or  Central  America.  From the  outside,  the
structure appears as an anonymous, low-slung, windowless building complex surrounded by asphalt parking lots near a
major freeway exchange. A constant stream of tractor trailers come and go from delivery docks, producing real time data
on delivery status as each package is scanned during loading or offloading. Inside, the company houses a fulfilment centre
made  possible  by  cutting-edge  technology  and  labour  practices.  Despite  earning  over  $18  per  hour,  workers  face
challenging conditions and the inevitable threat of being laid-off due to automation, a stark contrast to the unionized
waterfront labour of the 19th and 20th centuries. Warehouse workers labour alongside ‘Pegasus’ and ‘Proteus’ robots that
aid in moving boxed stacks of products to the right location to be packed for delivery.

Amazon’s digital services are inseparable from the act of shopping online and then receiving a package: Amazon Web
Services’ (AWS) data management is the backbone that makes the logistics of rapid package delivery a reality (Shane
2019). The interconnected systems maximize efficient distribution from production facility to fulfilment centre and then to
customers'  doorsteps,  including  the  movement  of  products  between  different  types  of  warehouses  and  distribution
locations. For example, two more large Amazon regional sorting facilities (near to the Baltimore fulfilment centre) direct
packages to the right location whether in Baltimore or elsewhere. In nearby Dundalk there are three more robotic large
fulfilment centres and a delivery station network facility which serves the Washington D.C. metropolitan area and Maryland
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more broadly. Amazon's Prime Air delivers to these facilities through the Baltimore-Washington International Airport (BWI).
Amazon's BWI cargo hub has separate delivery station hubs, its own fulfilment centre and a regional sorting facility. Prime
Air moves more cargo through BWI than the global logistics companies FedEx and UPS combined, even though Prime Air
is much newer than the other two.

The same AI-powered digital services that serve as the backbone of Amazon's logistics are also a source of revenue from
cloud  computing  clients.  Amazon’s  digital  and  cloud  services  account  for  one-third  of  the  global  $200  billion  cloud
computing  market.  Amazon’s  digital  services  seep  into  the  city,  like  the  historic  Camden  Yards  stadium  where  the
Baltimore Orioles professional baseball team play and the M&T Bank Stadium where the Baltimore Ravens professional
American football team play. Amazon servers record, store and analyse every athlete’s movement to find a competitive
edge over other teams. Software running on Amazon servers match the video feed with the identifying microchips in
helmets and shoulder  pads of  professional  football  players to analyse play patterns (Shane 2019).  Radar tracks and
records every pitch during a baseball game to maximize the effectiveness of both pitching and hitting. TV networks crunch
analysis in real time to produce flashy infographics that loudly display an ‘AWS-powered’ logo for viewers, some of whom
may be watching live on Amazon’s Prime Video streaming service.

Amazon Web Services also serves as the digital backend for Amazon products, like the infamous Alexa-enabled smart
speaker devices and Ring security cameras. After a rash of recent home burglaries and crimes in northern Baltimore,
Amazon  helped  a  group  of  Baltimore  pastors  secure  $15,000  in  funding  to  purchase  Ring  security  cameras  for
neighbourhood residents. These networked cameras, together dubbed ‘Operation On Guard’ (Rector 2019), provide the
Baltimore  Police  Department  with  a  vast  array  of  front  door  surveillance  cameras  that  complement  the  nearly  780
Baltimore Police CCTV cameras and 235 AWS-powered ShotSpotter gunshot detection units that disproportionately surveil
non-white neighbourhoods.

To conclude, the data politics of the smart city must include the proprietary private sector data that drives Amazon’s
business model. The promises of government efficiency, sustainability and openness that form the foundation of plans for
smart cities (Wiig 2016) have been transformed through the profit-driven politics of global corporations. This has direct
consequences for cities and urban life. Have civil society and governments ceded too much power and influence to a few
corporations?
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