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TIMIȘOARA (RO) POLICY BRIEF #3 • LIVEABILITY  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This policy brief showcases a successful initiative to 
improve urban liveability through the implementation 
of smart city technologies as a coherent measure to 
prevent and mitigate a further demographic decline in 
Timișoara, a middle size city in western Romania. 
Following the city’s successful popular uprising against 
the communist dictatorship of Nicolae Ceaușescu in 
1989, Timișoara has experienced a comprehensive 
transition towards multi-party democracy, a pluralist 
society, and a liberal market-based economy. 
Romania’s legalisation of abortion in 1990, combined 
with a gradual introduction of the pan-European 
freedom of movement regime during the 1990s and 
early 2000s, has led to further social changes across 
the country: birth control, out-migration, and rampant 
urban sprawl have resulted in Timișoara losing well over 50,000 inhabitants. Though the present population has 
stabilised at around 330,000, the city’s geographical proximity to five major European capitals, and its excellent 
highway connections with western Europe remain a constant pull factor, putting a pressure on the municipality to 
increase the city’s attractiveness and liveability. Building on local knowledge and the stakeholders’ experience in 
implementing this project, this policy brief demonstrates how smart city solutions can contribute to liveability in the 
inner city as well as in the broader metropolitan area. It also offers a set of policy recommendations on how to enable 
such an effective public intervention on a city scale.

INTRODUCTION 
The most important consequence of Romania’s revolution of 1989 has been freedom in all its dimensions. The free 
movement of goods, services, and people over the borders was probably one of the most important achievements. As 
a result, several million Romanians have out-migrated and live nowadays all over Europe. Since the post-communist 
transition, nationally, Timișoara has become a very popular and attractive city, drawing incomers from across Romania. 
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At the same time, the city has also turned into a 
staging point for migration into western Europe, 
with the Schengen Area border crossing located just 
85 km (53 miles), north-west off Timișoara. In these 
circumstances, the municipality have had to 
confront the real problem of its inner peripheral 
status and to increase continuously its liveability 
and quality of live conditions with a clear purpose 
of catching up in economic development terms and 
implicitly of preventing further population loss. 

THE MUNICIPALITY TAKING AIM AT 
ENHANCING LIVEABILITY 

Under the Communist party-rule, Timișoara, like 
other cities in the Soviet bloc, had to follow a very 
different developmental path, comparatively 
with Western Europe, which was based on 
accelerated or forced industrialisation (Kornai, 
1992). With the bulk of capital investment under 
state socialism devoted to heavy industries, in 
1989, all of Romania’s largest cities, including 
Timișoara, were overcrowded, with a very poor 
social and technical infrastructure, lacking 
adequate urban services and amenities, and, 
generally, much less attractive than an average 

west European city. The post-communist reconfiguration of ex-industrial facilities, which were previously deployed by 
central planners to many city centres without any regard for long-term human development, has been a slow and 
complicated process.  

During the last three decades, the Municipality of 
Timișoara has implemented well over a dozen 
projects and interventions with direct positive 
impact over the liveability of the core city (see 
pictures below), including the following fifteen: 
(1) The renovation of historical buildings and 
places: starting from 2000 as a public-private 
initiative, this policy has benefited local home 
owners by improving the quality of housing 
(hydro and thermal insulation, new piping, 
restored façades and porticoes), increasing the attractiveness of the tourist zone, and raising awareness of the 
important cultural and architectural heritage. (2) Neighbourhood Councils and (3) Seniors’ and Youth Councils: a 
public initiative by Timișoara City Hall to establish a platform for a real consultation with the local communities; 20 

such councils have been formed since 2003, 
building upon a successful local governance 
model of the city of Mulhouse, France. (4) More 
spacious homes (decreasing housing density): a 
complementary policy implemented alongside 
compacting Timișoara as a whole. Whereas in the 
early 1990s, in terms of dwelling density, the city 
found itself well below the minimum European 
quality of life standard (15 m2 / 161 ft2 per 
inhabitant), Timișoara’s average per capita 
dwelling space has almost doubled, from 13 m2 / 
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140 ft2 per inhabitant in 1992 to 23 m2 /244 ft2 in 2017. (5) The 
modernisation of road infrastructure and utilities, involving a 
removal of traffic from the former city market, a creation of a tram 
line, renovation of pavements, and undergrounding of electricity 
cables. (6) The development of a large and wholly pedestrianised 
zone in the historical centre of Timișoara, benefitting the entire 
area. (7) Affordable housing projects, encompassing the following 
three components: social housing (129 new single bedroom flats 
(average size 15-16 m2) rented at €11/month to low income 

citizens; homes for local general practitioners (family doctors) (68 two and three-bedroom flats), and affordable home 
built by the National Housing Agency (280 subsidised rent flats for younger residents were built during the period 
2003-2009). (8) Upgrading the metropolitan public transportation and connecting the suburbs with the core city. (9) 
Creation of more green and open spaces as a very important health and well-being resource for the city. (10) The 
promotion of running and cycling, with 106 km / 
66 miles of new bicycle tracks being built, with 
racks of free-to-rent bicycles for up to one hour 
rides. (11) Specialised school buses to ease traffic 
congestion and provide a free and safe means of 
transportation of local pupils to/from schools. 
(12) The introduction of smart city tools, 
integrating Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) into the everyday city life. (13) 
Construction of additional dwelling space in the 
attic of apartment blocks. (14) New thermal 
insulation for the apartment blocks, increasing 
internal comfort, reducing energy costs, and 
extending the living space. Finally, (15) arts and 
culture projects in various neighbourhoods 
across the city to provide dynamism to local communities and increase of the quality life. 

SMART CITY SOLUTIONS: A KEY STRATEGY FOR INCREASING URBAN LIVEABILITY 

Smart city is typically defined as “an urban area that utilises digital data to manage and optimise the built 
environment efficiently for sustainable development” (Gorse et al., 2020). The idea of implementing a smart city 
solution into real life has two basic dimensions: the introduction of special digital infrastructure and a rise in the 
digital literacy of local users and city dwellers. Arguably, Timișoara, with its four universities and a large community 
of students (over 41,000 in total), has quite a digitally savvy population. It is the deployment of the ICT infrastructure 

that the city has had to 
grapple with. By 2020, 
Romania became the top 
5th place in the world in 
terms of Internet speed 
and its urban areas have 
generally acquired access 
to full high-speed internet. 
Hence, the necessary 
prerequisites for 
developing functional 
digital city solutions in 
Timișoara have been put 
in place.  

To identify the practical 
mechanism for driving the 
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implementation of smart city solutions, we have used a 
distinctive in-house Urban Futures Method designed to 
facilitate stakeholders’ collective reflection on and learning 
about a particular successful project, its benefits, and 
necessary conditions for effective urban regeneration and 
smart shrinkage practices (Lombardi et al, 2012). During a 
special workshop on 26 February 2019 hosted by West 
University of Timișoara, we have applied the UFM with several local and regional stakeholders connected with the 
deployment of Timișoara’s smart city solutions, including: the City Hall, the West Regional Development Agency, 
Urbanize Hub, the Romanian Landscape Association, and Intercultural Institute Timișoara. In particular, the local 
stakeholders have collectively stressed seven intended benefits to come out of a smart city digital platform: 1) online 
public administration facilities (online tax payments; online petitions; public notices and information online; online 
application forms for accessing public services; online construction authorisations; all public policy documents freely 
available online; citizen maps of cultural heritage monuments and buildings; online car registration); 2) smart roads 
and traffic management systems, decreasing traffic jams (through real-time cross-street monitoring, smart traffic 
lights, green lines, etc.); 3) public transport smartphone applications (traffic assistance; GPS monitoring of buses and 
trams; info-traffic; e-payment of ticket fares); 4) free public Wi-Fi; 5) public access to open data (MySmartCity, City 
Alerts, Timișoara Street History, My market apps); 6) the promotion of tourism through digital tools; 7) improving 
the digital literacy of local citizens; 8) parking ticketing via smartphones; and 9) digitalisation of healthcare provision. 
The following table builds on local stakeholders’ shared experiences and perspectives (facilitated by the project’s 
methodology) to define the required enabling conditions for Timișoara’s smart city solutions to help enhance the 
city’s liveability: 

Outcomes Necessary conditions for smart city solutions

1. Online public 
administration facilities 

Up-to-date websites of public institutions.
Open data. 
Digital literacy of local inhabitants enabling the use of e-payment services. 

2. Smart traffic 
management 

Heavy reliance on personal passenger cars for transport.
Lack of effective public transport services. 

3. Public transport apps An increase in the use of smart-city apps & online platforms.
Real time online information updates. 

4. Free public WI-FI Growing demand for Internet services.
5. Public access to open 
data apps 

ICT clusters, with local ICT specialists motivated and interested in developing open 
source digital apps and open data platforms. 

6. Tourism promotion via
digital tools  

Existing tourist attractions.
Necessary ICT infrastructure and dedicated digital applications (i.e., ‘virtual reality’ 
solutions for tourists). 

7. Spread of digital literacy Training programmes to increase digital literacy.

8. Parking via smartphones High demand for car parking places.
9. Digitalisation of 
healthcare 

Development of an integrated digital system / platform for healthcare services.

WOULD SMART CITY SOLUTIONS DELIVER THE SAME BENEFITS WHATEVER THE FUTURE BRINGS? 

A smart shrinkage solution may be strategic or specific. Whatever the short-term effect of a given solution, policy-
makers must adopt a longer-term perspective to ensure its continued performance throughout the intended lifespan, 
despite changing conditions. The question to ask is, thus: Will today’s smart shrinkage solutions deliver their intended 
benefits over a 40-year regeneration cycle, typically used for planning investment and development proposals? During 
this project, we have tested the likely future performance of each urban development and regeneration-related ‘smart 
shrinkage solution-benefit pair’ – that is, actions taken today in the name of sustainable urban development – in a 
series of possible future scenarios for the year 2060. If a proposed solution delivers a positive legacy, regardless of the 
future against which it is tested, then it can be adopted with confidence. Four plausible but distinct future scenarios 
were included into our analysis (see Lombardi et. al., 2012: Table 2), as follows: 
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The Urban Future Method does not favour any particular scenario. Indeed, for a solution to be determined to be 
robust and resilient to future change, the necessary conditions to support intended benefits being achieved over time 
must exist in all scenarios. Drawing on expertise, experience, and knowledge of the local context, we have categorised 
the likely performance of every necessary conditions in the future in the table below.  
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Urban Futures Method applied to smart city ICT solutions
Necessary 
Conditions 

New Sustainability 
Paradigm 

Policy Reform Market Forces Fortress World 

Up-to-date open 
data websites of 
public 
institutions 

Optimal use of social 
resources is widely 
promoted. Information is 
considered a free public 
good 

Free open access to 
latest government data 
and public 
administration websites 
assures social 
integration and 
inclusion 

Maintenance is provided for 
most representative public 
offices. Limited or no 
maintenance is provided to 
small websites, depending on 
the financial situation of local 
authorities 

In a fortress world, 
information is not free and 
the access to it is closely 
guarded for security and 
defence reasons

Digital literacy of 
local inhabitants 

Digital literacy is a very 
valuable social resource 
with direct positive 
impact on sustainable 
urban development 

Digitalisation is a 
government priority. 
Good provision of digital 
literacy skills in local 
areas as required by 
policy 

Highly variable with some 
areas, demographic cohorts, 
social groups, and local 
communities enjoying high 
levels of digital literacy, 
provided there is an economic 
benefit in doing so 

Digital literacy is high inside 
the fortress. The poor are 
kept digitally illiterate 

Heavy reliance 
on personal cars 
due to the lack 
of public 
transport 

Using the personal car 
instead of public 
transportation is very 
resources consumption  

The personal car is 
prohibitive for some 
social categories 

Car use increases as facilitating 
personal comfort remains a 
principle of the free market. 
Public transport is not 
considered a necessity as cars 
are afforded priority 

Security concerns support 
heavy reliance on personal 
car use 

Growing usage 
of smart-city 
apps & online 
platforms 

Smart-city apps help 
create a low-carbon 
society, promote the 
conservation of natural 
resources, and have 
direct positive impact on 
the environment 

Policy emphasis on 
encouraging and 
including both ‘digital 
natives’ and ‘digital 
immigrants’ into day-to-
day e-activities 

Focus is on short-term 
economic gain, rather than 
social or environmental 
sustainability, so smart-city 
technologies occur only where 
market dictates it 

Strict control over 
information and security-
driven mobility constraints 
inhibit the development of 
apps promoting 
unrestricted public access 

Real time online 
public transport 
information 
updates 

Maintaining public 
transport infrastructure 
including online 
information portals is a 
social and community 
priority supported by the 
civil society / 3rd sector 

Maintaining public 
transport infrastructure 
including online 
information portals is a 
government priority and 
enforced through policy 

Very limited public funding is 
available for maintenance of 
public transport routes and 
facilities  

The rich do not use public 
transport, whereas 
transport provision in poor 
areas is likely to be 
unfunded 

Growing demand 

for Internet 

services must 

exist 

Despite its high carbon 
footprint, Internet usage 
offers plenty of 
opportunities for the 
promotion of 
sustainability values 

Policy requires 
wholesale adoption of 
cost-saving and wide-
reaching ICT 
technologies reliant on 
heavy Internet traffic 

Materialist and consumerist 
values push public towards 
ever-increasing use of Internet 
services 

For the rich, Internet-
facilitated services meet 
security concerns, but 
Internet provision and 
maintenance in poor areas 
is likely to be unfunded and 
remains unreliable 

Local ICT 
specialists 
motivated to 
develop open 
source digital 
apps 

A shared vision of more 
sustainable living 
combined with a sound 
knowledge & skills base 
help the civil society / 3rd

sector & local digital 
activists develop 
necessary ICT tools 

Both consumer values 
and policy emphasis on 
digital literacy and social 
inclusion facilitate the 
development of open 
source ICT tools 

Limited public funding 
available for WWW 
maintenance unless there is a 
direct economic benefit, 
leading to underdevelopment 
of open source & free to use 
digital apps not valued by the 
market 

Strict control over 
information and security 
constraints inhibit the 
development of digital 
technologies that promote 
unrestricted public access 

Existing tourist 
attractions 

Unlikely to be current 
best practice, going 
against strong 
environmental 
considerations and 
efforts to minimise high 
carbon footprint of long-
distance travel 

Policy supports tourism 
as a new driver of 
economic growth. Public 
funding is available to 
facilitate access to 
tourist attractions and 
promote tourism as an 
urban regeneration tool 

Laissez-faire policy provides no 
guidance for or against 
tourism promotion. Market 
forces oscillate between 
favouring traditional ‘low cost’ 
/ budget mass tourism 
locations and niche, bespoke, 
high-class destinations   

Security concerns and 
mobility constraints hinders 
tourism. The rich are 
interested in protecting 
their low density 
settlements from outside 
‘intruders’ 

ICT 
infrastructure 
and tourism-
related digital 
applications 

Supported only if such 
infrastructure does not 
result in a higher carbon 
footprint 

Strong governance 
models encourage 
public infrastructure 
investment as a demand 
management 

Limited public funding is 
available for ICT infrastructure 
and maintenance unless there 
is a direct economic benefit 

Overall security concerns 
and mobility constraints 
hinders tourism. Sound ICT 
infrastructure is available in 
rich areas inside the 
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mechanism. Tourism is 
supported as a driver of 
local economic 
development  

fortress, but ICT provision in 
poor areas is unfunded, 
remaining very unreliable 
with patchy coverage 

Training 
programmes in 
digital literacy 

Individual communities 
decide which areas of 
education, training & 
upskilling are to be 
collectively supported to 
accommodate local 
needs 

Good provision of 
vocational training and 
public funding for life-
long learning skills, 
including  digital literacy 

Private-led and based on 
willingness to pay, so some 
social groups are more digitally 
literate than others, depending 
on income, class, place or race 

The rich are already digitally 
literate, whereas for the 
poor, there are no 
resources / funding 
available 

High demand for 
car parking space 

Car use diminishes in 
favour of walking and 
cycling. Car parking 
demand is very low 

Government policies 
and schemes legislate 
against and discourage 
private car use in cities. 
Heavy penalties and 
user fees make inner-
city car usage 
unaffordable 

Car use increases, with high 
demand for car parking space 
in city centres and around the 
central business district 

The rich tend to live healthy 
lifestyles and are willing to 
cycle within their own safe 
and protected enclaves. The 
poor have little choice but 
to use human-powered 
transport options, unable to 
use cars because of fuel 
scarcity and expense 

Development of 
an integrated 
digital platform 
for healthcare 
provision 

Likely to be current best 
practice, driven by more 
integrated health and 
wellbeing considerations. 
The public monitors own 
health and reports 
problems in advance to 
prevent chronic illness 

Policy attempts to 
promote equitable 
access to modern 
healthcare provision, 
but in practice this may 
be variable 

Access to modern, 
technologically advanced 
healthcare provision depends 
the ability to pay for the 
privilege; some have no access 
to healthcare at all 

The rich have access to the 
most technologically 
advanced and customer 
friendly healthcare 
provision. Only a few 
residents in poor areas have 
access to formalised 
healthcare  

Key:   condition highly unlikely to continue in the future   condition is at risk in the future   condition highly likely to continue in the future 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Deploying smart city solutions to tackle urban shrinkage and foster resilience is not just a technical or a financial 
issue; it is a process that affects the whole socio-cultural pattern of the local community involved. With digitally 
illiterate citizens, it is all but impossible to make any meaningful progress towards a smart city concept. Even in 
industrially advanced cities like Timișoara, saturated with highly-skilled university graduates, where the level of 
digitalisation reaches 80%, a significant minority of local inhabitants remains unable to access and use digital 
technologies and mobile smartphone applications. Furthermore, for technologically sophisticated communities of 
digital natives, the expectations of efficiency, functionality, and performance associated with smart city solutions may 
grow exceedingly high. As a result, any municipality that attempts to implement a smart city solution ought to balance
its accessibility and social inclusion aspirations with potentially excessive performance expectations by the users, 
demanding live content updated in real time, high interactivity, alternative options, use of artificial intelligence 
algorithms, and so on. The results of the project’s stakeholder workshops reported above demonstrate that smart city 
solutions work best in the Policy Reform urban futures scenario, with the expected chance of success reaching 79%. 
Smart city solutions should also perform very well in the New Sustainability Paradigm and the Market Forces
scenarios, with the probability of success approaching 67% and 63%, respectively. The Fortress World cannot consist 
of smart cities, with only 1/5 chance of digital urban management technologies being allowed to flourish. 
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