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spaces	  and	  physical	  –	  non	  physical	  connexions	  to	  neighbourhoods.	  

Topic	  3:	  Public	  space	  and	  polarity	  

The	  last	  topic	  considers	  the	  site	  as	  a	  piece	  of	  a	  wider	  territory.	  European	  cities	  takes	  their	  origin	  
from	   a	   simple	   and	   efficient	   organization	  where	   two	   perpendicular	   axis,	   cardo	   and	   decumanus,	  
generate	  a	   crossing	  opened	   to	   the	   social	   and	  economical	   life:	   the	   forum.	  We	  believe	   that	  both	  
East-‐West	  and	  North-‐South	  axis	  can	  produce	  the	  same	  effect.	  The	  place	  Pablo	  Neruda	  is	  built	  on	  
a	   public	   plot	   at	   the	   centre	   of	   4	   neighbourhoods,	   where	   a	   couple	   of	   public	   equipment	   already	  
exist,	  and	  a	  population	  of	  4500	  people	   lives	  within	  a	  radius	  of	  10min.	  by	  feet.	  This	  new	  polarity	  
synchronizes	   the	  site	  with	   the	  city,	  as	   if	  a	  new	  territory	  suddenly	  was	  born	  within	   the	  city,	  and	  
requires	  physical	  transformations	  (plots	  division,	  roads	  connections)	  as	  much	  as	  economical	  ones	  
(property	  rights,	  various	  levels	  of	  retails,	  tertiary	  implementation).	  

Public	   space	   and	   polarity	   discusses	   various	   issues	   such	   as	   density,	   centrality,	   activities	   and	  
mobility,	  and	  relationship	  between	  this	  wider	  territory	  and	  the	  whole	  city.	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
Figure	  1.	  Public	  space	  and	  polarity	  -‐	  Drawing	  
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3. OVER	  THE	  FIELDS	  

Unlike	  Europan	  entry,	  where	  all	   issues	  were	  unpredictable,	   the	   current	  project	  we	   take	  part	   in	  
Mantes-‐la-‐Jolie	  gets	  accurate	  target:	  the	  renewal	  of	  private	  joint-‐ownerships.	  But,	  as	  much	  as	  an	  
urban	  competition	  does	   it,	  various	   topics	  commonly	  belonging	   to	   the	  composite	  cities	  are	  here	  
embraced:	  density	  of	  housing	  and	  equipment,	   inhabitant	   involvement	   in	   their	   community	  or	   in	  
the	  process	  of	  renewal.	  

From	   the	   50’,	   the	   city	   of	   Mantes-‐la-‐Jolie	   (FR),	   located	   50km	   north	   from	   Paris,	   started	   its	  
expansion	  on	  its	  western	  part	  to	  respond	  to	  urgent	  needs	  of	  housing.	  The	  166	  ha.	  Val	  Fourré	  site	  
was	   converted	   into	   a	   residential	   area	   by	   the	   well-‐known	   French	   architect	   Raymond	   Lopez,	  
according	  to	  the	  ideological	  principles	  of	  the	  Ville	  Moderne	  and	  the	  Charte	  d’Athènes:	  separation	  
of	  functions,	  high-‐rise	  housing	  with	  roomy	  flats,	  retail	  areas	  in	  the	  centre.	  	  

Like	  others	  French	  suburban	  territories,	  the	  dream	  of	  the	  Ville	  Moderne	  progressively	  became	  a	  
nightmare	  by	  being	  faced	  to	  the	  reality.	  Indeed,	  the	  required	  massive	  public	  investments	  to	  plan	  
equipment	  never	  came.	  Facing	  its	  own	  inability	  to	  buy	  and	  develop	  the	  remaining	  plots,	  the	  city	  
council	  decided	  to	  increase	  the	  proportion	  of	  social	  housing,	  a	  solution	  largely	  more	  rentable	  in	  a	  
period	   of	   increasing	   demand.	   In	   1977,	   25’000	   inhabitants	   lived	   in	   the	   Val	   Fourré,	  within	   8’200	  
flats,	  whereas	  5’000	   flats	  and	  a	  population	  of	  20’000	   inhabitants	  were	   initially	  expected	  by	   the	  
masterplan	  of	  Raymond	  Lopez.	  

Overpopulation	   is	   one	   of	   the	   factors	   of	   urban	   degeneration,	   and	   taking	   civic	   and	   social	  
equipment	  out	  the	  city	  leads	  certainly	  to	  its	  social	  disintegration	  (Mumford,	  1960).	  From	  the	  90’,	  
various	  strategies	  of	  urban	  transformation	  have	  been	  launched,	  targeting	  social	  housing,	  private	  
joint-‐ownerships,	   equipment	   and	   public	   spaces.	   First	   results	   show	   that	   2’000	   flats	   have	   been	  
demolished,	   whereas	   more	   equipment	   (leisure,	   sport,	   library)	   have	   been	   built.	   But	   the	   only	  
domain	  where	  politics	  today	  pain	  to	  get	  effective	  results	  is	  the	  private	  joint-‐ownership,	  because	  
this	  kind	  of	   renewal	  depends	  on	  the	   inhabitants	   involvement.	  Residential	   renovation	  requires	  a	  
good	  financial	  health	  of	  the	  joint-‐ownership,	  and	  sometimes,	  when	  the	  inhabitants	  are	  delicate,	  
a	   specific	   engineering	   to	   assist	   them	   and	   to	   develop	   such	   a	   re-‐conquest.	   In	   2012,	   the	  
Communauté	   d’Agglomération	   de	   Mantes-‐en-‐Yvelinesi	   (CAMY),	   as	   a	   major	   decision-‐maker,	  
decided	   to	   appeal	   to	   the	   5-‐years-‐long	   OPAH-‐CDii	   program	   to	   promote	   the	   renovation	   of	   the	  
private	  housing	  legacy.	  

3.1. Sustainable	  renewal	  

OPAH-‐CD	  program	   is	  an	   incentivizing	   tool	   created	   in	  1977	   to	   respond	   to	  housing	  degeneration.	  
Its	  process	  gathers	  various	  actors:	   first,	   the	   local	  hub	   in	   charge	  of	   the	   residential	  housing,	  who	  
calls	   upon	   an	   independent	   organizer	   in	   charge	   of	   its	   good-‐proceedings,	   and,	   second,	   on	   a	   less	  
official	  manner,	  its	  inhabitants	  and	  management	  syndicates.	  Struggle	  against	  degeneration	  is	  not	  
only	  a	  matter	  of	  buildings	  obsolescence,	  but	   includes	   the	  management	  of	   the	   joint-‐ownerships	  
and	  takes	  care	  of	  the	  wide	  heterogeneity	  of	   its	   inhabitants,	  whose	  “urban	  career”	  (Tapie,	  2014)	  
is	   increasing	   or	   decreasing.	   The	   success	   of	   the	   program	   depends	   certainly	   on	   the	   actions	   this	  
                                                
i	  The	  Communauté	  d’Agglomération	  de	  Mantes-‐en-‐Yvelines,	   later	  called	  under	  the	  acronym	  CAMY,	  council	  or	  
local	   hub,	   acts	   as	   the	   relevant	   council	   to	   treat	   the	   housing	  matter.	   The	   council	   includes	   today	   35	   cities	   and	  
gathers	  around	  110'000	  inhabitants.	  
ii	   OPAH-‐CD	   acronym	   means	   literally	   Opération	   Programmée	   d’Amélioration	   de	   l’Habitat	   –	   Copropriétés	  
Dégradées.	  Established	  in	  1977,	  this	  public	  program	  targets	  specific	  housing	  renewal	  devoted	  to	  defaced	  joint-‐
ownerships.	  
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organizer	  develops,	   the	  method	   it	  adopts	  and	  the	  way	   it	  manages	   to	   involve	   inhabitants	   in	   this	  
process.	  Three	  scales	  actually	  are	  taken	  into	  account:	  architectural,	  by	  getting	  a	  perfect	  technical	  
knowledge	  of	  the	  buildings	  ;	  social,	  by	  forming	  a	  confident	  relationship	  with	  the	  inhabitants	  ;	  and	  
financial,	   by	   checking	   the	   joint-‐ownership	   management.	   Therefore,	   the	   diagnosis	   of	   the	  
organizer	  includes	  architectural,	  social	  and	  financial	  reports.	  

As	  far	  as	  the	  Val	  Fourré	  is	  concerned,	  URBANISiii	  acts	  as	  the	  organizer	  of	  this	  OPAH	  after	  winning	  
a	   tender.	   The	   first	   preliminary	   study	   it	   published	   suggested	   to	   integrate	  9	  buildings	  within	   this	  
OPAH,	  gathering	  618	  flats	  and	  around	  2’000	  inhabitants.	  The	  team,	  composed	  of	  representative	  
of	  each	  scale	  of	  action,	  has	   in	  charge	   to	  make	   this	   renewal	  definitively	   sustainable.	  This	  notion	  
doesn’t	   only	   include	   all	   the	   green	   actions	   to	   provide,	  mainly	   to	   get	   public	   subsides,	   but	   it	   has	  
other	  significance:	  inhabitants	  have	  to	  play	  a	  central	  role	  in	  this	  process,	  by	  taking	  themselves	  all	  
the	  decisions	   to	   renovate	   their	  ownership.	  URBANIS	   assists	   them	  by	   giving	   the	   general	   beat	   of	  
this	  5-‐years	  program.	  

	  	  

Figure	  2.	  View	  towards	  Jupiter	  and	  Neptune	  towers	  

3.2. Fields	  of	  action	  

In	  the	  specific	  context	  of	  urban	  renewal,	  buildings	  renovation	  brings	   its	  actors	  to	  question	  their	  

                                                
iii	  Since	  1979	  (date	  of	  its	  creation),	  the	  French	  firm	  URBANIS	  develops	  strategies	  of	  engineering	  to	  assist,	  
among	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  clients	  and	  activities,	  public	  councils	  in	  the	  renewal	  of	  the	  joint-‐ownerships.	  URBANIS	  
gathers	  today	  9	  regional	  offices	  in	  France.	  
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own	   fields	   of	   knowledge	   and	   to	   go	   beyond	   their	   usual	   practice.	   Indeed,	   architecture,	  
management	   and	   social	   sciences	   cover	   here	   a	  wide	   area	   of	   actions.	   The	   cognitive	   sphere	   each	  
protagonist	   is	   using	   to	   complete	   his	   mission	   is	   naturally	   the	   same	   he	   was	   trained	   to,	   but	   he	  
certainly	   mobilizes	   other	   knowledge.	   Indeed,	   OPAH	   program	   is	   first	   an	   incentivizing,	   which	  
makes	  inside-‐out	  the	  current	  strategy	  of	  developing	  projects.	  The	  program	  hasn’t	  been	  launched	  
by	  the	  inhabitants	  themselves,	  who	  sometimes	  reject	  it,	  but	  by	  the	  local-‐hub.	  Consequently,	  this	  
context	  requires	  certain	  “teaching	  skills”	  to	  convince	  the	  inhabitants	  about	  the	  urgency	  to	  launch	  
this	  renewal.	  For	  this	  reason,	  the	  OPAH	  program	  doesn’t	  include	  any	  obligation	  of	  results	  for	  the	  
organizer	   (every	   quarter,	   it	  must	   however	   report	   all	   the	   actions	   it	   did).	   Secondly,	   the	   delay	   of	  
actions	   is	   already	   defined.	   The	   program	   goes	   on	   5-‐years,	  which	   is	   a	   short	   period	   to	   publish	   all	  
diagnosis	  and	  achieve	  the	  construction	  site.	  Creative	  solutions	  have	  to	  be	  developed	  to	  animate	  
successfully	   the	   process,	   otherwise	   nothing	   happens.	   Thirdly,	   according	   to	   the	   financial	  
weakness	  of	  the	  inhabitants,	  this	  program	  calls	  up	  public	  subsides,	  which	  are	  mainly	  devoted	  to	  
energy	  saving	  actions.	  This	  means	  that	  all	  members	  of	  the	  team	  target	  an	  affordable	  program	  of	  
renewal,	   which	   takes	   into	   account	   the	   state	   of	   the	   buildings	   and	   its	   needs,	   as	   much	   as	   the	  
financial	  capacity	  of	  its	  inhabitants.	  

Like	  the	  architect,	  who	  doesn’t	  design	  any	  building,	  but	  prepares	  the	  field	  to	  make	  this	  renewal	  
happened,	   social	   assistant	   and	   city-‐planner	   involved	   in	   the	   process	   face	   other	   dimensions.	  
Construction	   site	   cannot	   start	   without	   having	   purged	   all	   the	   financial	   difficulties	   the	   joint-‐
ownership	   is	   facing.	   Consequently,	   the	   social	   assistant’s	   role	   is	   mainly	   oriented	   towards	  
economical	   matters:	   inhabitants	   late	   payments	   must	   be	   purged	   and	   money	   funds	   must	   be	  
insured	  to	  launch	  the	  future	  construction	  works	  (grants	  from	  family,	   loan	  from	  the	  bank,	  micro-‐
credit,	  among	  the	  attempted	  solutions).	  As	  far	  as	  the	  city-‐planner	  is	  concerned,	  the	  task	  targets	  
economical	   matters	   of	   the	   whole	   joint-‐ownership,	   by	   checking	   and	   analysing	   its	   financial	  
situation	   (contracts	   of	  maintenance	   and	   administration,	   energy	   supply)	   and	   by	   applying	   to	   the	  
available	   public	   subsides	   without	   which	   the	   renewal	   cannot	   even	   be	   imagined.	   The	   following	  
table	  resumes	  fields	  of	  actions	  of	  each	  protagonist.	  

Table	  1.	  Disciplines	  concern	  

Fields	   Management	   Architecture	   Social	  sciences	  
	  

Target	  
	  

Joint-‐ownership	  
	  

Building	  
	  

Inhabitants	  

	  
Levels	  	  
of	  

actions	  

• 	  
• *	  Financial	  diagnosis	  
• *	  Support	  to	  the	  management	  *	  

Subsides	  applications	  

	  
*	  Technical	  diagnosis	  
*	  Support	  in	  works	  list	  
*	  Support	  in	  negotiations	  with	  
	  	  	  contractors.	  

	  
*	  Social	  diagnosis	  
*	  Support	  to	  the	  costs	  recovery	  	  
*	  Support	  to	  self-‐management	  

	  
Goal	  

	  
Improve	  financial	  health	  

	  
Building	  renovation	  

	  
Improve	  self-‐management	  

	  

3.3. Tripartite	  equilibrium	  

The	  success	  of	  this	  OPAH	  program	  and,	  behind	  it,	  of	  this	  urban	  renewal,	  depends	  of	  an	  uncertain	  
equilibrium	   between	   the	   social,	   financial	   and	   architectural	   components,	   and	  working	  with	   618	  
inhabitants	  makes	  this	  equilibrium	  everyday	  fragile.	  
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On	  top	  of	  this	  equilibrium,	  we	  can	  obviously	  find	  the	  reconstruction	  of	  the	  social	  life	  of	  the	  joint-‐
ownership	   itself.	   And	   to	   make	   it	   the	   most	   stable	   possible,	   the	   joint-‐ownership,	   through	   its	  
inhabitants,	  must	   become	   stronger.	   A	  wholesome	   atmosphere	  must	   be	   created	   to	  make	   them	  
more	   united	   and	   understanding,	   even	  when	   a	   consensus	   has	   to	   be	   finalised.	   This	   dimension	   is	  
explored	  while	   the	   organizer	   of	   the	   program	   animates	  meetings.	   During	   them,	   it	   has	   to	  make	  
sure	  all	   inhabitants	  understand	  each	  other.	  For	   instance,	   it	  has	  to	  get	  contact	  with	  the	  quietest	  
of	  them,	  or	  analysing	  the	  words	  employed	  by	  some	  others	  to	  describe	  their	  feelings.	  Recently,	  in	  
a	  meeting	  scheduled	  to	  define	  all	  urgent	  architectural	  actions	  to	   lead,	   the	  words	  “security”	  has	  
been	   pronounced	   by	   4	   people.	   A	   discussion	   followed	   to	   make	   sure	   this	   word	   had	   the	   same	  
meaning	   for	  all	  of	   them.	   Its	   results	   from	  this	   talk	   that	   the	  word	  was	  used	  by	  each	   to	  express	  4	  
distinct	   emergencies:	   the	  word	   “security”	  was	   linked	   to	   the	   “fire-‐safety”	   of	   the	   building,	   to	   its	  
structural	   stability,	   to	   its	  main	   access	   (in	   order	   to	   avoid	  malevolent	   intrusions),	   and,	   finally,	   to	  
the	   violence	   between	   inhabitants	   themselves.	  We	   notice,	   therefore,	   that	   some	   of	   the	   eagerly	  
awaited	  solutions	  may	  come	   from	  an	  architectural	  or	   technical	   renewal,	  and	  some	  others	   from	  
social	  actions.	  	  

More	  generally,	  getting	  this	  equilibrium	  requires	  also	  a	  specific	  relationship	  with	  the	  inhabitants,	  
in	  order	   to	  affect	   their	  process	  of	  decisions.	  All	   the	  decisions	   regarding	   the	   future	  of	   the	   joint-‐
ownership	  must	  actually	  be	  submitted	  to	  a	  collective	  vote,	  where	  the	  majority	  is	  attained	  with	  at	  
least	   the	   two-‐third	   of	   the	   inhabitants.	   This	   rule	   makes	   the	   role	   of	   the	   organizer	   more	   politic.	  
Therefore,	   it	  has	   to	  develop	   confident	  and	  convincing	   relationship	  with	  all	   inhabitants	   (with	  all	  
votes),	   to	   make	   the	   renewal	   possible.	   As	   if	   it	   launches	   a	   campaign,	   organizer	   sometimes	  
animates	  public	  duties	  to	  make	  its	  ambitions	  and	  its	  team	  more	  visible.	  Consequently,	  a	  specific	  
area,	  devoted	  to	  the	  OPAH-‐program,	  is	  settled	  on	  site	  to	  be	  widely	  identified	  by	  the	  inhabitants.	  
In	   the	  same	  ways,	  other	   initiatives	   to	  meet	   the	   inhabitants	  may	  be	   to	   take	  part	   to	   their	  annual	  
assembly,	   to	   organize	   periodic	   thematic	   meetings	   with	   the	   representatives	   of	   the	   inhabitants	  
(upon	   architectural,	   social	   and	   management	   topics),	   or	   doing	   door-‐to-‐door	   to	   convince	   each	  
inhabitant,	  one	  by	  one,	  the	  OPAH-‐program	  is	  a	  real	  opportunity	  to	  proceed	  to	  the	  renewal	  of	  the	  
environment.	  

4. CONCLUSION	  

Composite	   cities	   call	   paradoxical	   postures.	   Their	   cores	   include	   a	   certain	   complexity,	   which	  
require	   interactions	   with	   many	   protagonists	   from	   various	   fields	   of	   knowledge,	   in	   multiple	  
physical	   contexts.	   Sometimes	   the	   purpose	   of	   their	   development	   is	   clearly	   defined	   and	  needs	   a	  
specific	   engineering,	   whereas	   other	   situations	   reveal	   non-‐formulated	   problems	   and	   new	  
methods	  of	  research	  and	  action.	  But	   in	  both	  case,	  urban	  project	  deals	  with	  the	  “as	  found”	  (The	  
Smithsons,	  1952),	  bases	  itself	  on	  the	  valuable	  features	  and	  meanings	  of	  the	  city,	  making	  some	  of	  
the	  most	  famous	  urban	  opus	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century	  today	  irrelevant.	  Le	  Corbusier	  Plan	  Voisin	  
or	  Archigram	  Non-‐Stop	  city	  look	  henceforth	  far	  away	  from	  the	  current	  evolution	  of	  the	  city,	  as	  if	  
city-‐planning	   must	   now	   refresh	   its	   own	   corpus	   of	   references,	   within	   neither	   figurative	   nor	  
geometrical	   representations	   cannot	   serve	   as	   examples.	   More	   than	   an	   achieved	   design,	   urban	  
matter	   needs	   the	   “design	   of	   a	  method	   of	   design”,	  which	   rejects	   the	  work	   of	   lonely	   architects,	  
even	  brilliant.	  On	  the	  contrary,	   this	  method	  remains	  a	   framework	  where	  open-‐ended	  questions	  
are	  asked,	  and	  solutions	  are	  a	  collective	  construction,	  targeting	  a	  collective	  improvement.	  

Twentieth	   century	   city	   development	   mainly	   used	   a	   Cartesian	   approach	   to	   describe	   cities	  
problems	  and	  erect	  solutions.	  But	  the	  velocity	  of	  its	  development	  is	  a	  vibrant	  call	  to	  interrogate	  
the	   whole	   city	   itself	   more	   than	   investing	   deserted	   areas,	   and	   paradoxically,	   by	   integrating	   a	  
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wider	  scale	  of	  thought,	  solutions	  may	  certainly	  become	  partial	  and	  simple,	  but	  enough	  to	  engage	  
transformations.	   Today,	   urban	   project	   give	   opportunity	   to	   rethink	   new	   hierarchy	   between	   all	  
scales	   of	   spaces,	   which	   define	   our	   environment,	   from	   the	   single-‐family	   house	   and	   its	   private	  
garden	   to	   the	   street,	   the	   square	   and	   the	   park,	   the	   city	   and	   the	   metropolis.	   All	   those	   spaces	  
define	   various	   scale	   of	   sociability,	   and	   require	   an	   approach	   more	   based	   on	   the	   complexity	   of	  
human	   relationships,	   targeting	   spaces	   quality	   more	   than	   isolated	   programmatic	   or	   functional	  
considerations.	  

Making	  the	  new	  overlaying	  the	  old,	  defining	  opened-‐frameworks	  before	  defining	  works,	  visiting	  
various	   scales	   even	   to	   act	   within	   a	   humble	   site,	   composites	   cities	   finally	   interrogate	   the	  
disciplines’	  porosity	  to	  plan	  their	  evolution,	  the	  wide	  knowledge	  and	  the	  multiple	  skills	  they	  call,	  
and	  also	  its	  teaching,	  equally	  composite.	  
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