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INTELLIGENCE SMART THINKING

T
he environment in which we live has long 

been considered fundamental to our health 

and wellbeing. For city planners and urban 

engineers, the idea of increased quality of 

life for future residents can be used as a way 

to add a premium or sell more houses, but there has 

been a lack of understanding how to genuinely improve 

residents’ long-term health, lifestyles and happiness.  

According to World Health Organization data, 23% 

of all deaths annually are attributed to issues with the 

physical environment, such as housing and transport; 

while the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors in 

Los Angeles for example, reports that urban conditions 

are exacerbating health inequities. As it’s often not 

an option for residents to escape unhealthy living or 

working conditions, what are the options? 

The building sector is beginning to show signs of 

innovation by bringing architecture and planning, 

environment, technological systems and social 

innovation together. Aimed at providing even those 

on low incomes with a good quality of life, these 

‘smart neighbourhoods’ include everything from fresh 

approaches to construction and city planning to new 

ways of fostering community engagement. 

Planet Smart City is one such housing developer.  

Its multidisciplinary team of architects, urban 

planners, engineers and academics has realised its 

vision in Brazil with Smart City Laguna, the world’s 

first affordable smart city and Planet’s first greenfield 

project, launched in 2016. The site is based 55 miles 

from the major city of Fortaleza and is located within 

close driving distance of a nearby port and industrial 

area, making it the ideal place for local workers 

looking for high-quality affordable housing. 

Typically, such local workers have struggled to  

get on the property ladder due to high house  

prices and a lack of suitable homes. When planning 

Smart City Laguna, the priority was to examine how 

locals were living, what worked and what didn’t work 

in the area. By considering community needs and 

cultural specifics a city was created where people 

genuinely wanted to live.

Green Space in an urban environment
Smart City Laguna is designed to create an inclusive 

environment that combines affordability, quality 

infrastructure and green spaces to improve the lives 

of its residents. To elevate the interaction between the 

built and natural environments, particular attention 

was placed on providing residents with accessible 

green spaces. Brazilian landscape architect and 

urbanist Sergio Santana designed 620,000m2 of green 

spaces for Laguna with four concepts in mind: to be 

aesthetically pleasing, encourage biodiversity, give 

comfort and visual reference 

and inspire sustainable living. 

As a result, his green spaces 

require minimum water 

consumption, enable native 

species to flourish and, with  

a selection of plants varying  

in colour and texture, 

encourage the co-habitation 

of bird species. 

These elements were 

important to maximise the 

positive impact of the local 

ecosystem on residents and to 

blur the line between people’s homes and the natural 

world, creating a tranquil and relaxing environment 

for current and future generations. 

At the centre of the neighbourhood stands 

a lagoon; this serves as a central feature in the 

community surrounded by open green spaces 

for residents to socialise and exercise, 

acting as a meeting place for recreation 

and cultural activities. It has been 

designed to remain permanently 

hydrated which encourages wildlife 

and minimises maintenance costs. 

Community spirit
In addition to green space, areas that 

promote social cohesion are essential 

to improving wellbeing and empowering 

communities. Thus the building of a central 

community centre, the Innovation Hub, allows 

residents to develop a positive relationship with one 

another and aids co-operation. Projects launched 

through community engagement included cooking 

events; these have an emphasis on improving 

technical skills, upcycling leftover food to benefit 

the local circular economy, and creating task sharing 

networks which enable residents to call upon the skills 

of other local people. The Innovation Hub also plays 

host to regular farmers and crafts markets, a cinema 

and local football pitch, free English lessons and 

business courses for women.  

The Innovation Hub is an excellent case study for 

how developers can create a useful and meaningful 

centre point for residents during the development 

of large housing projects. By providing services that 

appeal directly to the priorities of local people, the 

Hub is able to serve as the social heart of the city, 

increasing community value simply by bringing 

people together in the same space. 

There’s an app for that
Projects like Laguna have shown how technology  

can help keep residents engaged and up-to-date  

with developments. 

The technology available in ‘Smart’ houses can 

also be hugely beneficial, helping residents on low 

incomes maximise their savings by giving them  

more control over their use of energy and water. 

The Laguna neighbourhood network is supported 

through the Planet App – a mobile-based 

management panel through which residents can 

control everything from automated systems in their 

homes to booking community spaces. For example, 

the App helps residents find out what’s on, to join  

in community activities and make sure the 

lighting isn’t on at home while they are  

out. It’s simple yet life enhancing. 

Local economy
The build itself had to be tailored to 

the needs of local people, which it 

could only do with their involvement 

and by building local partnerships. 

“We develop all of our masterplans 

from our Competence Centre; however, 

without a team on the ground and a 

local partner, we wouldn’t be able to tailor 

our solutions to effectively create added value while 

ensuring we remain within the parameters of the  

legal and regulatory framework of the market,” 

Daniele Russolillo noted.

When working on Laguna, securing the land and 

assessing regulations in place, Planet employed a 

local workforce to help execute the build. Its team of 

engineers and planners from Italy visited local workers 

and trained them in Planet’s building methods 

designed to minimise delays, increase cost-efficiency 

and, crucially, provide paid work in the area. 

Smart affordable housing projects such as Laguna 

are only achievable through economies of scale –

purchasing raw materials in bulk and manufacturing 

final elements of the city on-site. For its Brazilian 

projects, Planet set up an on-site factory which 

manufactured the project’s interlocking concrete 

paving blocks. These are designed to perform both in 

the rainy and dry seasons. They maintain a high level 

of friction when wet; and by laying the slabs on stone 

dust or sand, it improved the drainage of rainwater. 

The benefits of just this one element shows that 

efficiency savings and quality enhancements can be 

achieved from the smallest detail of the city. 

Developers that can combine building knowhow, 

material innovations, smart technologies and a true 

understanding of how people interact with their 

environment, are the ones that have the potential  

to help communities to thrive.  

 For more information, please visit  

planetsmartcity.com 

Smart thinking
Planet Smart City offers a case 
study of Smart City Laguna 
where digital, social and 
building innovations meet

 The Innovation 

Hub offers activities 

including free English 

lessons and business 

courses for women  

 Entrance at night, 

where residents can 

enjoy the social area 

 Residents can use 

PlanetApp to control 

automated systems in 

their homes

“Smart City Laguna 
combines affordability, 
quality infrastructure and 
green spaces to improve 
the lives of its residents”


