
The PLUSSING 
OPPOrTUNITy: 
Our Vision for the World’s First 
Smart Community

New tools created by the ICT 
industry have the potential 
to help local authorities 
address the growing range 
of challenges that they are 
facing. However, the tools 
themselves are not a ”silver 
bullet” that will solve urban 
problems in one stroke. 

Deploying them will require 
a new discipline of digital 
urban renewal and a 
philosophy that incorporates 
both political leadership and 

open collaboration. Very few 
destinations know how to turn 
this philosophy into reality 
but there are pressing socio-
economic reasons to discover 
how it should be done. Wigan, 
Greater Manchester is witness 
to the birth of a new economic 
model that is set to rebuild 
the relationship between the 
individual, the organization 
and the community. 

Some might say it’s Big Society 
in action.
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In both mature and emerging 
markets, local authorities are 
facing a number of significant
challenges. Resources are 
limited and often diminishing, 
old problems such as traffic 
congestion remain, and new 
ones such as reducing carbon 
emissions continue to arise. 
Building new, green cities 
from scratch is a great way to 
showcase potential solutions, 
but most people will never live 
in this kind of environment. 
Instead, retro-fitting existing 
towns or cities with “smart” 
solutions is required, but 
achieving this represents an 
extremely complex task for 
local authorities who lack the 
necessary skills and expertise.

The ICT industry is able to 
provide some new and 
effective tools to help deal 
with some of these problems. 
These are not limited to the 
e-government initiatives and 
applications of the early 2000s 
that were largely dominated 
by the Web 1.0 publishing 
and form-completion 
paradigm. There are now 
new and powerful connectivity 
technologies, including high-
speed fixed and mobile 
broadband, and there is a 
new kind of software that 

better supports co-production, 
collaborative consumption, 
and participation. 

Informisation is following hot 
on the heels of electrification, 
with social consequences 
that are at least as profound, 
but the vast majority of 
organizations are blind to its 
benefits and failing as a result.

There is also a philosophy of 
openness and collaborative 
development, which is derived 
from Web 2.0 and open 
source software. In addition, 
there is a “vanguard” of 
advanced users that have 
been educated by online 
gaming and social networks, 
giving them the skills to make 
use of the tools that towns and 
cities can offer.

However, the new fully 
connected town or city is not 
ready to be built, as there are 
still significant institutional and 
organisational barriers that 
make it difficult for destinations 
to exploit the potential of 
the new technologies in a 
comprehensive way. The new 
tools are components rather 
than solutions, and while 
they are considerably more 
powerful together than they 

are individually, integrating 
them to derive maximum 
value is difficult.

There is a tendency to 
deploy isolated point solutions 
or treat the application of 
technological solutions to 
urban issues as a problem 
that must be solved all 
at once. However, these 
methods can lead to paralysis 
and inaction.

PLUSSING is the art of working 
together differently and is a 
new co-operative discipline 
that enables “digital urban 
planners” to find a balance 
between fragmentation and 
a one-off vertically integrated 
and inflexible master plan. 
This discipline is being co-
created in Wigan, Greater 
Manchester where The 
WiganPlus Co-operative and 
Wigan Council are building an 
information infrastructure that 
will act as a guide for other 
towns and cities so that the 
benefits of experience and 
scale can be realised without 
losing any of the competitive 
advantages that a town’s 
individual distinctiveness can 
generate.

The WiganPlus view 



SMarT CITIeS
CONNeCTeD COMMUNITIeS

The idea of the smart city or community has a centre but no clearly 
defined boundary. There is not even a general agreed terminology, 
with “smart city”, “intelligent city”, “wired city”, “senseable city,” 
and “smart and connected community” all used to describe 
similar concepts. 

While no one owns any of these terms, we prefer the term “smart and 
connected communities” to “smart cities”, as we want to indicate an 
orientation towards behaviour-centric implementations. Our vision is 
a socio-economic rewards system that is based on contribution. Such 
a system will guide investment to the places that most need it – our 
communities.

At the heart of our approach in Wigan is a series of programs or 
projects that are aimed at making life better through the use of ICT. 
Our programs and projects are typically a combination of:

environmental sustainability•	
economic performance•	
community cohesion•	
efficiency of operations and/or cost reduction.•	

The smart city and the smart/
connected community is a collection 
of initiatives rather than a tightly 
defined discipline



In some cases, Wigan Council is the principal actor. 
In other cases it is WiganPlus, which is formally 
and institutionally separate from the Council, and 
operates as a member owned co-operative with 
its own special form of accountability.  The two 
organizations working together mean that the 
existing disciplines of urban and transport planning 
that are delivered by the council, can be combined 
with the new discipline of digital/information 
planning, that is delivered by WiganPlus. It can 
therefore be said that Wigan has already embarked 
on the process of producing its own digital master 
plan. 

Some projects, particularly those aimed at 
promoting community cohesion, are “civil society” 
initiatives that are entirely separate from the 
institutions of local government. Examples of these 
projects include the “collaborative consumption” 
initiatives StreetBank and Ecomodo, and the 
political engagement projects FixMyStreet.com 
and TheyWorkForYou.com. WiganPlus goes one 
step further by drawing these separate initiatives 
together into one bundled destination management 
service.
 
But at the heart of Wigan’s digital master plan, 
is the individual citizen whose needs we forever 
champion. Volunteered personal data becomes 
the property of The WiganPlus Co-operative, which 
uses it to ensure that the vendor organizations 
communicate with our members on a personalized 
sense and respond basis. We ensure that our 
members are treated as unique individuals with 
unique needs and that the value of their data is 

fully leveraged and shared with them individually 
according to their measured contribution.

Members are provided with individual profile 
accounts that use points to record when community 
tasks have been undertaken, or other such work 
that we deem to contribute to the health and 
wellbeing of our member community. This might 
involve volunteering or adult social care work. 
Having the ability to record a member’s contribution 
seeds a CSR reputation system that can be used 
to reinforce positive behaviour. Members can 
trade and exchange points for undertaking tasks 
or chores they cannot do themselves. Thus the 
system begins to catalyze dispersed, decentralized 
transactions among people and organizations, 
and facilitates new, flexible, and efficient systems of 
production, storage, and distribution. 

A digital points based system like this can create a 
virtual marketplace for unemployed labour, spare 
capacity and excess inventory, and simultaneously 
provide vendors with access to more potential 
buyers.  The system gives members more choice 
and more detailed, accurate and up-to-date price 
and availability information and allows sellers to 
use dynamic pricing to shift excess stock without 
having to hang a ‘sale’ sign over their door. By 
reshaping distribution systems in this way, it is 
possible to optimize the performance of assets, be 
they human or otherwise. Each trade or exchange 
is recorded as a contribution to community thus 
impact and reputation becomes easy to record and 
reward.

Digital master plans and bottom-up initiatives



There are some clear regional differences in the orientation of projects. In Asia-Pacific and the
Middle East, there are a number of greenfield “smart city” projects, with Songdo in South Korea
and Masdar in the UAE the best known examples. Both of these projects are new-build cities that
make extensive use of ICT, innovative planning, and architectural design to achieve environmental, social, 
and economic objectives. In these developments, the deployment of the ICT infrastructure is planned 
into the city’s construction from the beginning. The fact that conventional services and facilities can have 
“smartness” built in from the beginning makes for a top-down approach that can be both radical and 
thorough. It also makes it possible for systems to be integrated and to make use of common elements.

Projects in Europe and North America tend to be focused on “retro-fitting”, which is the use of ICT as an 
overlay for existing infrastructure. In these regions, it is more challenging to deploy an
integrated approach as existing cities already have systems in place to discharge their functions.
In addition, towns like Wigan have grown on a piecemeal basis as a result of individual initiatives and 
projects. For example, London’s bus and underground networks use a smart card as a rechargeable 
electronic wallet for fare payment, but its recently introduced cycle hire scheme uses a different card 
format and back-office system (although there are some links between the two).

Another example is the various on-demand car club schemes that exist in London, which are
supported by the same transport authority. These schemes all use different proprietary smart
cards, and none of them can be used to access any other facilities or services throughout the city.
WiganPlus is different. It uses one multi-functional smart(card) to connect different service providers so that 
its members can “live their life on one (card)”. Note ‘it’ doesn’t have to be a card it just has to be smart.

Another tension that runs 
through the various initiatives 
is the differences between 
the top-down and bottom-up 
approaches to digital urban 
renewal. At its most extreme, the 
respective distinction between 
the top-down and bottom-up 
models is a “tight” approach, 
which involves monitoring, 
instrumentation, and centralized 
control, and a “loose” approach, 
which focuses on enablement, 
community involvement, and 
behavioural change.

On the one hand WiganPlus is 
a top-down approach that is 
becoming a tightly managed 
enterprise resource planning 
system for the entire town, 
including its distributed physical 
assets. On the other it is a 
bottom-up model comprising 

a user led open source 
platform that supports instead 
of prescribes the creation of 
modular and diverse applications 
and extensions by third parties 
seeking to help build a smarter 
Wigan.  

We are aware that the debate 
surrounding top-down and 
bottom-up approaches in ICT is 
not a new one, and that there are 
a number of examples of projects 
using a combination of the two. 
There exists the opportunity 
for new partners seeking ‘first-
mover’ advantage to help deliver 
a technology roadmap to help 
give external parties some 
visibility as to what functionality 
and interfaces are planned in 
elements that we or the council 
do not control. 

Greenfield vs. retro-fit

Top-down and bottom-up



Demand- and supply-side drivers

Consumer expectations now driven by the •	
internet – don’t disappoint with anything other 
than a digital experience

 An increasing focus on sustainability and •	
emissions reduction, which is driven by genuine 
concern among council officers, politicians, 
citizen pressure, and national policy frameworks 

Increasing pressures on citizen services due to •	
the ageing of the population and its increasingly 
unhealthy lifestyle

The current financial climate, which reinforces •	

the need to “do more with less” to alleviate the 
pressure on public sector finances

Continued pressure on urban transport •	
infrastructure

An economic development programme that •	
is aimed at securing or maintaining local 
competitiveness 

The continuing responsibility for law and order, •	
networks for water delivery and sewers, road 
maintenance, waste management, transport, 
social services, and interactions with citizens

Demand-side drivers

What are the demand-side drivers that 
are influencing WiganPlus?

DrIVerS aND 
barrIerS



Vendor relationship management software •	
(VRM) the ongoing evolution of IP and the 
Internet as an underlying framework for services

Telepresence and videoconferencing•	

Mashups and open application programming •	
interfaces (APIs)
New connectivity technologies, including high-•	
speed fixed and mobile broadband

Smartphones•	
Positioning technologies such as GPS•	

Cameras and image processing•	

Machine-to-machine and sensor networks•	

Radio-frequency identification (RFID) and near-•	
field communications

Augmented reality on mobile devices.•	

While some of these technologies are not new, 
many of them have reached a new cost point that 
enables them to be introduced cost-effectively.

The availability of cheap smartphones that include 
in-built cameras, GPS receivers, and enough
processing power to combine these and other 
inputs on a handheld display has the potential to
create a network of end points. These could be 
used to validate the number of hours contributed 
by a volunteer and thus to determine the number 
of points earned. A distributed network of this sort 
will influence behaviour. This type of information 
could be used as part of a personal travel assistant 
that delivers realtime traffic and/or public transport 
updates. 

As well as technology developments, there have 
been developments in governance frameworks
and business and application models that can be 
applied in Wigan to helped drive the local economy:

The evolution of cloud and software-as-a-service 
(SaaS) models has made it more common for 
organizations to use hardware and software that 
they don’t own or maintain.

The mashups model enables data owners to make 
their data available for innovative development by 
third parties.

The crowd-sourcing and open source 
methodologies make it possible for users 
to contribute to the development of content 
and software.

The development of a wide range of institutional 
frameworks in the municipal arena, such as public–
private partnerships or member-owned mutuals 
are at last making it possible to bypass political, 
procedural, and bureaucratic impediments.

Supply-side drivers

business and application models



As individuals increasingly use 
digital data to organise and 
manage their lives, they will 
demand software tools and 
services to help them gather, 
store, protect, analyse and use 
this data efficiently and to access 
their rewards for behaviour that 
contributes to the community 
in which they live. Over time, a 
personal data store will create a 
rich picture of an individual’s life. 
So instead of many organisations 
each trying to construct their 
own restricted view of their 
customers, they will negotiate 
permission via an organisation 
like WiganPlus to access relevant 
parts of individuals’ data stores. 
Pooling individual data stores 
into a bigger ‘population cloud’ 
adds another layer of value as 
health trends and demographic 
information can be mined 
cost effectively.

Together, personal data stores 
and volunteered personal 

information will strip huge 
amounts of waste out of 
marketing and research by 
helping organisations develop a 
two-way line of communication 
with the right customers about 
the right things at the right time.

Despite the widespread industry 
enthusiasm for disruptive services 
like VRM, and the availability of 
technologies, there has been 
relatively little progress. The 
most fundamental obstacle 
to a customer-centric digital 
platform is the limitations of 
municipal government. Most 
councils or local authorities 
are neither trusted by citizens 
nor empowered / sufficiently 
resourced by central government. 
The budgets, authority, 
geographical boundaries, and 
organizational structures of many 
municipal authorities belong 
to an earlier era, and unlike 
comparably sized businesses, 
local governments are under 

political and fiscal constraints that 
prevent them from conducting 
comprehensive restructuring 
programs. In addition, many 
are already struggling with the 
magnitude and complexity of 
the day-to-day problems that 
they face. 

But a raft of impending legislation 
and the Prime Ministers desire 
to create the ‘Big Society’ is 
changing all of that. The shackles 
are coming off and local 
authorities are gearing up for a 
transformation in the way their 
services are delivered.
WiganPlus and Wigan Council 
have been developing their 
relationship for the last two 
years but now wish to accelerate 
the process of change by 
encouraging other organizations 
seeking commercial advantage 
to step forward and declare 
their interest in building a 
blueprint in Wigan.

The OPPOrTUNITy 



OUr CONCLUSIONS

Inspire: we will provide compelling and practical illustrations of how the cities of the future will work to •	
make it easier to define and deliver a digital-city vision and information infrastructure

Collaborate: we will demonstrate how by working together differently we can reduce the risk and cost •	
of digital-city projects and accelerate their implementation

Leverage: we will create standardized platforms and solutions that can be leveraged as building •	
blocks by many cities around the world.

Nurture: we will raise awareness of community engagement and interaction issues and possibilities; •	
influence the debate on best practice, and create demand for the platform and the services that we 
will build together.

The opportunity to gain first-mover advantage in Wigan could be substantial, 
with hundreds of towns and cities likely to be seeking to plan and implement 
digitally enabled engagement and operational strategies in the coming 
decades. Together, WiganPlus and Wigan Council are aiming to:

For further information on becoming involved in 
WiganPlus, please contact Mike Riddell at 

mike@hometownplus.co.uk 

or visit www.wiganplus.com 
or www.hometownplus.co.uk

Let’s talk:


