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TEN Group  

 

TEN is a small group of senior local government officers in London who have met 

regularly over eight years to share ideas and exchange knowledge on how to 

achieve urban renaissance. Using the principle of looking and learning they visit 

pioneering projects to draw out lessons that can be applied in their own authorities. 

In the process the members develop their skills as place -makers, and are able to 

build up the capacit y of their authorities to tackle major projects.  
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REPORT OF PARIS STUDY TOUR 

27, 28 September 2012  

TEN Group  

Introduction  

 

In this, the Groupõs ninth year we went to Paris to examine how large scale 

developments are being undertaken and financed in a difficult economic climate.  

The study tour combined discu ssions with experts with visits to a number of major 

regeneration schemes that are far advanced.  

¶ Our visit started on Thursday  at the architecture centre of Pavillon de 

lõArsenal to understand how Paris has evolved 

¶ We went on to visit Paris Rive Gauche (the redevelopment of some 130 

hectares of railway lands adjoining Gare dõAusterlitz) and which includes the 

French national library and a new university 

¶ We walked over the new bridge to Park de Bercy and along the Promenade 

Plantee on the Viaduc desõArtes running up to Bastille. This is a disused  

railway line, which has been turned into a linear  park with designer 

workshops below and housing alongside , and was the inspiration for the 

Highline Park in New York 

¶ Over dinner we discussed what lessons London might learn from the 

experience of Paris with Paul Lecroart of the Institute dõAmenagement et 

Urbanisme dõIle de France (IAU), consultant Thierry Bruhat, and Francois-

Regis Cypriani of Plaine Commune,St Denis  

¶ On Friday we visited Plaine Saint-Denis which is becoming the third office 

centre in Ile de France, triggered by the development of the National Stadium 

for the World Cup, which now accounts for a quarter of the development 

projects in the region  and where eight local authorities had joined together to 

form a combined planning and development department  

¶ And finally we ended up at Paris Nord Est., where we were shown round  the 

most ambitious project in ZAC Claude Bernard on land just inside the 

Périphérique, in Paris XIX
eme 

where an amazing mixed use scheme has been 

developed by BNP Paribas in one of the Zones dõAménagement Concerté 

(ZAC), where investment is focussed. 
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The TEN Group walk along the canal at St Denis 

There are many good reasons for visiting Paris apart from the cityõs proximity to 

London, and histor ic rivalry. Though its centre is much denser and planned, Paris 

has faced similar challenges in losing much  of its industry, accommodating waves of 

immigrants in its suburbs  and connecting them up orbitally by expanding the 

capacity of its publ ic transport infrastructure.  

Noted for a series of ôgrands projetsõ, such as Mitterrandõs National Library, many fail 

to appreciate that Paris is also redeveloping  many of its old industrial areas, using 

parks and iconic architecture to transform areas that tourists are unlikely  to have 

seen. The French pioneered the idea of ôsocial exclusionõ and like London has had 

to cope with a series of riots, and the challenges of integrating diverse and 

physically separated communities.  They have also used local  authority owned 

development agencies to get major regeneration projects going.  

Our report addresses a number of common themes, and has benefitted greatly from 

the generous inputs of French planners and time spent looking and learning from 

major redevelopments in edge locations.  We were given a wealth of information, 

including an excellent edition of Cahiers on Large Scale Urban Development 

Projects in Europe, (which Paul Lecroart helped put together), a brochure on Paris 

Rive Gauche, the prospectus for Plaine Commune, and some valuable information 
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on ZAC Claude Bernard and BNP Paribas Real Estate, all of which are beautifully 

produced and in English too!  We would particularly like to thank all those who 

helped us organise a truly memorable and valuable t our, and the many architects 

who showed us round ZAC Claude Bernard.
1

  

 

After the visit members were convinced that despite major differences between the 

French and British approaches, especially with regard to the role of the State versus 

the private sector,   important lessons could be learned from comparing areas with 

similar challenges. For example there are strong similarities between the area 

promoted as Paris Rive Gauche and the Kings Cross regeneration area, while Plaine 

Saint-Denis has much in comm on with the Lea Valley, including being the French 

bid for the Olympic Games. Paris Nord Est. is a vast area for regeneration, perhaps 

on the scale of Thames Gateway. With 2/3rds of the homes in the outlying suburbs 

being social housing, an d with very high concentrations of unemployment , 

disproportionately affecting immigrant communities , it is not surprising that there are 

major tensions, and both cities have been hit by waves of riots.  

 

Local authorities are having to play a more proactive role, and to fill the gap left by 

the collapse in private confidence. The report therefore starts by summarising the 

context and key lessons, before elaborating on what we found in the different places 

we visited. The report is backed up by a slide presentation of illustrations to enable 

those who could not come to see what they missed.  

  

Viaduc des Artes, Paris ð view from the street and galleries as well as raised walkway above 

                                                 
1

 Our thanks are to Paola Lecinq of BNP Paribas for organizing our visit, Remi Ferrand of 

Agence Francois Leclerq for his introduction, Jacques Ferrier Architects, Sauerbruch Hutton 

International, Emmanuel Combarel and Dominique Marrec Architects who gave up their time 

to show us their work.    
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The Paris context  

 

As many know the centre of Paris is much denser than London, thanks to the high 

density apartment blocks developed along the boulevards that Baron Haussmann 

drove through the centre.  Some 2.2 million live in an area of 100 square kilometre s  

bounded by the Périphérique; The ring road cuts the suburbs or ôbanlieuesõ off from 

the centre, which is only a couple of miles away (as if Ringway 1 had actually been 

built, through Camden Town, Bethnal Green and Oval) . 

 

Greater Paris, with a population of nine million spreads out into the 8 departments of 

the Ile de France, Val de Oise, Yvelines, Seine St Denis etc. The region of Ile de 

France has a population of 11 million who live in Greater Paris (Paris Aire Urbaine) 

  which covers 89% of the regionõs land area. The distance from St Pancras to 

Olympic Stadium is much the same as from Gare du Nord to Stade de France, and 

Paris itself is equivalent in area to the boroughs of Islington and Hackney combined . 

PH 

 

In the 1991 report London: World City Moving into the 21
st

 Century, Paris was 

credited with having a better educational and transport system for enabling a 

dispersed workforce to access jobs, and London was criticised for having lost a 

sense of direction.  With its spacious streets, grand public buildings, and an 

intensive public transport system, central Paris has long been regarded as one of 

the worldõs most beautiful cities, and desirable place to live.  As a result, property 

values and rents in the centre are very high, and there is little space on which to 

build.  

 

Paris itself (Paris-Ville) is made up of 20 arrondissements, each with their own 

Council and Mayor, with inevitable rivalries. Traditionally as the home of national 

government, Paris was run from the centre. But in 1982 and subsequently , planning 

was decentralised throughout France, and contracts started to be drawn up 

between central and local government (as is at last happening with the City Deals for 

the Core Cities Group in the UK). Increasingly councils have been encouraged to 

collaborate by forming into groups, and agreeing their spatial and investment plans 

with central government. Hence there is a lot to learn from Paris about making 

strategic planning work.  
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The challenge we were told  has  been not only how to improve connections with 

peripheral areas, which has been done splendidly by the RER (Réseau Express 

Régionale), but also how to develop any sites that become available, including 

creating housing where there was none. There are similar problems in regenerating 

old industrial working class areas as Paris like London has lost most of its industry  

and manufacturing . Some former industrial areas, such as the car plants or the 

abattoir have been turned into major par ks, like La Villette.  These are helping to 

transform the image and appeal of areas that had a very bad image for crime and 

dereliction. Grands Projets, such as the National Library, Football Stadium or Opera 

House have used iconic architecture and public funding to kick off investment, and 

President Mitterrand promoted nearly 90 of these.  

 

Of greater relevance, a series of areas have been targeted as ZACõs for regeneration 

through partnerships (Zone dõAm®nagement Concert®e), and the principal ones are 

shown on the map below. In the French approach (which has much  in common 

with other Northern European countries),  municipal leadership of strategic 

development has been key, along with a planning system that joins up investment in 

infrastructure with development.  The lessons became clearer as we visited each 

project. 

 

Principal ZACs in Paris - Provided by Paul Lecroart (IAU) 
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The lessons can be summed up as:  

 

¶ Municipal leadership  

¶ Advance infrastructure  

¶ Integrated and proactive development planning (A menagement plus 

Urbanisme) 

¶ Public development agencies  and pragmatic partnerships  

¶ Concerted investment in priority areas 

¶ Intelligent procurement   and development frameworks  

¶ Urban greening and ôopen blocksõ 

The three projects visited   

1. Paris Rive Gauche, SEMAPA  

 
Paris Rive Gauche is one of the largest regeneration projects in Paris, and has been 

led by a public development agency or ôsociete mixte). The programme for Paris 

Rive Gauche, excluding the office quarter still to be built, comprises 5,000 homes, 

700,000m2 of office space for 60,000 employees, 400,000 m2 of shops and private 

facilities, and 650,000M2 of public facilities, including the university. It is developing 

a site of some 130 hectares, and involved covering over some 20 hectares of railway 

tracks extending out from the Gare dõAusterlitz along the Left Bank of the Seine. The 

National Library acted as a ôbookendõ for one edge of the site, while the relocation of 

a university next to the Périphérique forms the other edge. In between all the uses 

are mixed in terms of both use and finance. Tower blocks are no longer in fashion, 

and instead, lower rise buildings are used because they are less dominating, and 

support a better public realm. T all office towers are restricted to the Eastern end of 

Paris Rive Gauche, which will be the last phase. In general, continuous streets of 

office blocks are now preferred (perhaps a response to the bleakness of La 

Défense).  Significantly the university in Paris Rive Gauche, which replaces one that 

suffered from asbestos, consists of seven different buildings spread around the 

area, and all highly accessible. One reuses a former flour mill, and another is set in a 

large warehouse, and all are open to the pub lic.  So though there are similarities 

with the Kings Cross railway lands, there is much greater activity at the street level, 

which may well also help promote creativity  and liveability.         
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.

 

Paris Rive Gauche. Image sourced from www.parisrivegauche.com 

2. La Plaine Saint -Denis , Plaine Commune  

 
The focus of our visit to St Denis was as much on the administration Plaine 

Commune as it was on the physical place.  Plaine Commune means shared territory.  

The aim of the administration is to achieve solidarity, and with eight municiplialities,  

soon to be nine with what will be a combined population of 400,000 Plaine 

Commune are well on the way to achieving their goal.   
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St Denis was the first Bishop in Paris and all the French 

kings were buried in St Denis.  Half way through the 

19
th

 century the area became a buzzing industrial 

district along a major canal and railways, but by the 

1960õs it was  the ôdumping groundõ for Paris.  By the 

end of the 1980õs almost all the  industry was gone and 

what was left was a run-down suburb in serious need of 

some help.  Paul Lecroart describes well what we saw
2

: 

 

òThe Plaine Saint-Denis area took off after the 1998 

World Cupñ5 years after the wise decision to locate 

there the Stade de France (1993) and over 10 years 

after the start of the regeneration process. The strength 

of Plaine Saint-Denis regeneration approach is that it is 

not a single flagship project, but a coherent spatial 

vision and strategy...The combination of flexible physical 

planning, public direct intervention, support of private 

investments and making use of opportunities, has 

worked fairly well in the Plaine Saint-Denis regeneration 

process. Community involvement in the process by the 

local residents and businesses has been successful. 

But at wider levels, for instance at the level of the Paris 

region or internationally, Plaine Saint-Denis needs to 

build up a stronger image. The area lacks a real centre 

and cultural landmarksñwith the exception of the 

stadium. The regeneration is mainly a local project 

supported by higher-level players, and not a 

metropolitan project supported by local communities. 

However, in many aspects, the Plaine Saint-Denis 

regeneration process stands out among other large-

scale urban projects as trying out an original and 

interesting path to sustainable development.ó 

                                                 
2

 The urban regeneration of Plaine Saint-Denis, Paris region, 1985-2020  and forms the Case 

study prepared for the Global Report on Human Settlements 2009 

 

 

 

 
 

Images of St Denis: 

Stadium above, 

 Infrastructure around canal middle  

and new primary school bottom. 
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3.  Zac Claude Bernard, Paris Nord Est., BNP Paribas  

 

The visit to the new mixed use development, which is kicking off regeneration in 

Paris Nord Est, offered a number of lessons for how to engage the private sector . 

The largest French bank BNP Paribas is investing in an innovative 100,000 m2 

mixed use scheme in ZAC Claude Bernard because it says ôthe City is committed to 

the areaõs regenerationõ. The site comprised a former hospital (4.2 hectares) and the 

banks of the ring road and can al (another 10.4 hectares) on the Northern edge of 

the La Villette Park. The site originally involved both BNP and ING, who dropped out, 

and there are a number of private funders, with BNP Corporate Banking acting as 

the main commercial tenant.  

This mixed use development in Avenue Macdonald provides a good picture of 

current French thinking regarding regeneration and design. First is the stress on the 

context, and making the most of what exists, such as public transport links. Second , 

are the high environmental objectives, reflected in both the mix of uses and energy 

saving measures. Third, by redeveloping an old publicly owned hospital in a 

partnership between a public development  agency and the subsidiary of a private 

bank (BNP Paribas Real Estate), the risks are reduced. 

The area is one of six parts of Paris being developed through the cityõs regeneration 

agency SEMAVIP, which was founded in 1985.  Its role is to realise the goals of 

urban policy of the City of Paris: by improving  the quality of life, developing 

diversified housing,  and reducing slums, reducing territorial inequalities, re-

energizing the economy, and innovat ing in terms of sustainable development and 

architectural creativity  

Building a high density high quality mixed use scheme is seen as more resilient than 

building offices or new apartments on their own.  The scheme includes 41,000 m2 of 

offices, 300 apartments (half social), and a care home for the elderly, all in very close 

proximity around a wild looking green courtyard. Shops and a multiplex are also 

underway. Planning for the project started in 2001, and is the first quarter to be built 

in the massive project to regenerate Paris Nord-Est.   

Property development accounts for 29% of the turnover of BNP Paribas Real Estate, 

and 22% came from residential. The bank sold 2,700 residential units last year, and 

the value was almost as much as commercial property. It is committed to achieving 
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high standards of sustainabili ty, and its new offices at Kings Cross will be rated 

BREAM Excellent.  As their fine brochure shows, ZAC Claude Bernard illustrates how 

to ôcook with loving careõ (mitonner) an urban quarter, using seven teams of 

architects and combining their skills. Thes e include Jacques Ferrier Architectures, 

who run a ôsensual city studioõ. The whole scheme won the award for best 

residential project at MIPIM in 2012.  

 

 
Zac Claude Bernard is on the edge and office buildings  shield the rest of the development 

from Boulevard Périphérique 

 
The entrance to BNP Paribas Offices at Zac Claude Bernard 


























