


I. 4 INHABITING, does it mean owning an individual 
home in the suburbs?

	 The suburban model and dream

	 Since the 1960s, there has been an 
unprecedented boom in the construction of detached 
homes, and with it the development of suburban 
housing estates. 

These plots of land, divided into lots for the construction 
of detached houses, often identical and linked by a 
sprawling road network, are spreading across major 
cities. The expansion of suburban housing extends to 
the urban fringes, further and further out to the rural 
fringes. This housing model is responsible for the rapid 
consumption of agricultural land, due to its sprawling 
nature and the infrastructure it generates (new road 
networks and independent access for each house). 

This has had a significant impact on the density of the 
built environment: from an average of 600 inhabitants/
km² in the 1960s to 400 inhabitants/km² today. Currently, 
the equivalent of a French département( 6,000 km²) is 
urbanized every ten years, resulting in the loss of 40 km² 
of agricultural land every year.

This land acquisition affects surrounding fields, forcing 
existing farmers to reorganize. For agriculture to survive, 
it is necessary to increase the surface area of farms 
through land dispersal, as well as intensive production.

	 Key figures for suburban hou	
	 sing in the Île-de-France	
	

•	 1.5 million detached houses
•	 3.9 million people live in detached houses (27% 

of households in the Paris Region)
•	 20% of homes are occupied by a single person
•	 30% of occupants are aged 65 or over
•	 40% of homes have been occupied by the same 

person for more than 20 years
•	 22% of occupants are executives
•	 80% of residential space is devoted to detached 

houses and their gardens (according to the MOS)
•	 6,000 collective housing complexes are built 

each year following the demolition of single-
family homes.

•	 “Soft” densification produces around 4,500 
homes per year.

Housing construction since 1975

The suburban fabric



	 Environmental impact

	 This construction model leads to a total 
dependence on the car: housing estates often have 
no services or shops, are mono-functional and often 
have poor transport links.

 	 The massive use of the car has been much 
criticized, but has recently been put into perspective: 
the energy consumption associated with the transport 
of an average urban resident is equivalent to that of 
a suburban resident. This is because the average city 
dweller uses public transport on a daily basis, but 
travels much more for leisure purposes at weekends 
(although these trips are mainly made by well-off 
urban residents). 

Some households are currently building low-energy 
houses on these estates. However, as these are mainly 
affluent households, their lifestyle outweighs the 
energy savings: they end up using more energy than 
others.

Today, it is no longer the rural/urban duality that 
characterizes the landscape, but the duality between 
areas densely populated with jobs and housing and 
deserted areas. Connections must be improved to 
limit the impoverishment of the latter.

	 An economic choice 

	 Peri-urban households are highly dependent 
on the price of petrol, and the current situation of fuel 
poverty severely limits their mobility. Combined with 
the remoteness of services, this situation has led to a 
slight decline in the popularity of housing estates. 

While moving away from cities might be a choice 
motivated by a search for nature, it is more often the 
result of financial constraints. In the Paris Region, rising 
prices in the inner and outer suburbs are pushing the 
working classes further and further away from urban 
centres.

The property market in France is in crisis, and single-
family homes are no exception. Compared to the 
last fifteen years, sales of apartments have fallen by 
30% and sales of single-family homes by 25%. This 
crisis is due to the international increase in the cost 
of energy (on which the production of materials is 
largely dependent) and the environmental policy 
(which, although necessary, contributes to pressure 
and inflation).  

The fall in purchasing power has been exacerbated by 
rising borrowing rates and tighter credit conditions. 
The financial situation of the French is no longer able 
to keep pace: the number of loans taken out to buy 
property has fallen by 42%. 

Today, despite the disastrous environmental impact, 
it is cheaper to buy a single-family house than an 
apartment in collective housing. This is because 
agricultural land is sold at low prices and road 
connections are paid for by local authorities. The ZAN 
target is intended to change this trend by severely 
limiting the amount of land that can be developed, 
thereby increasing its value. 

Is it possible to include environmental costs (of 
construction and lifestyle) in the price of development? 
Would this be desirable? It’s time to reclaim the 
suburbs and improve the quality of life and the 
environment.

Land, prices are soaring despite declining surface areas

House prices are rising, but their surface areas are shrinking



2. 1 COHABITING, different forms of shared living

Collective ownership

	 Collective ownership is often not born out of 
a desire to live together, but out of a need to agree 
on the security and finances of the place where 
you live together. It covers the management of the 
common areas and the maintenance of the building. 
Collective ownership is financed by community 
fees and managed by a group (the syndic) elected 
through a voting system. 

 At present, 20% of apartment complexes in France 
are in a very precarious state because the residents 
refuse or are unable to pay the service charges. The 
result is a deterioration of the property: broken lifts, 
peeling paint, water leaks, etc.

	 Ageing

	 Multi-generational living (e.g. with 
grandparents) was very common in France until the 
1970s and is still the case in many countries

The country is ageing rapidly: the number of 
centenarians is expected to rise from 30,000 in 
2024 to 150,000 in 2060.

Older people, who often own large homes, move to 
smaller ones when they can no longer manage the 
upkeep. In many cases, the house has been under-
occupied for a number of years.. 

Retirement homes or EHPADs (Éstablishments 
d’hébergement pour personnes âgées dépendantes) 
are not very appealing and remain unpopular with 
the elderly, who fear being infantilized. Home care 
is encouraged by public authorities. However, it 
requires a lot of labour (home care workers, help 
with errands, home visits from doctors, etc.) and, 
with the rapid ageing of the population, it is very 
difficult to individualize all this care.

Seventy per cent (70%) of home care is provided 
by women, in precarious conditions.

As the population ages, 700,000 elderly care 
facilities will be needed by 2030 and 900,000 by 
2045, an increase of more than 50% between 2015 
and 2045.



	 Apartment-sharing and 
	 coliving

	 Apartment-sharing is a way of living 
together where you set the boundaries. It’s a model 
that’s easy and widespread because it allows you to 
share the rent, have a bigger, better quality home, 
spend time together and meet new people.

More recently, “Coliving” platforms have sprung up 
that operate like apartment-sharing agencies.

The commercial images they promote are similar 
to those of a hotel or holiday centre: a marketing 
strategy with “beautiful people”, a roof terrace, a 
swimming pool, etc. They target an audience in 
their thirties. They tend to operate on an all-inclusive 
basis, taking care of administration, Wi-Fi, laundry, 
cleaning, security, entertainment, etc. Although 
their living conditions are defined by these services, 
the tenants are also active in coliving: they take part 
in classes, meals and conferences.

This way of selling a complete lifestyle is 
reminiscent of the corporate giants of Silicon Valley 
(headquarters of Google and Facebook).

In Paris, a small studio in one of these residences 
costs around 1,000 euros a month, a price that is 
beyond the financial means of households looking 
for accommodation.

Images by Coliving agencies.	 Intergenerational housing

	 Intergenerational housing could provide 
a solution to the problems faced by younger 
people (who have limited financial resources) and 
older people (who often suffer from loneliness). 
However, beyond the idealized images it conjures 
up (e.g. service, mutual help, friendship, etc.), it is 
not easy to set up this type of housing. The activities 
of younger people can get in the way of older 
people, older people need accessible housing, 
etc. Intergenerational living needs to be thought 
through in advance to ensure that it is comfortable 
for everyone.



3. 1 REINHABITING, more equitable and better 
equipped areas

	 Public and accessible cities? 

	 Is the city really a public and accessible space? 
Political choices tend to limit the enjoyment of the city 
through measures such as street furniture that prevents 
people from lying down (to prevent homeless people 
from settling there), the disappearance of benches 
and the “purification” of public spaces (fewer hidden 
corners, less greenery). The idea is to give priority to 
visibility, which also reflects the desire to prevent free 
parking altogether and direct people to paid parking 
(shops, terraces).

The city sets the stage for social representations 
and segregation and is still largely inaccessible to 
PRMs (people with reduced mobility). However, the 
privatization of outdoor spaces is still very rare in 
France: there are few private residences, private parks 
or gated neighbourhoods

	 Fifteen-minute city

	 This concept, the brainchild of wealthy urban 
planner Carlos Moreno, has taken the world by storm. 
During the COVID lockdown, he came up with the 
idea of a city where you could find schools, healthcare, 
shopping, leisure and services all within a 15-minute 
walk of your home. In France, the isolation perimeter 
was exactly fifteen minutes from home.

But the idea actually goes back much further, to 
Clarence Perry’s work on neighbourhood units in 
1900, and was taken up again by Jane Jacobs and 
then by François Ascher in the 1990s, who studied the 
relationship between travel time and quality of life, or 
“chrono-urbanism”. 

The 15-minute city goes against the modern idea of 
separating functions, also known as zoning. In the 
1960s, the modernists designed cities according to 
zones: residential zone, industrial zone, commercial 
zone, etc. (this is the model that prevailed when Cergy 
Préfecture was built). This separation of functions is 
still very much present in the design of French cities.

The creation of a mix of functions and functional 
density within neighbourhoods, blocks and even 
buildings already exists: old town centres and market 
towns are perfect examples.

However, this model currently raises a fundamental 
question in terms of social diversity. The concept of 
the 15-minute city implies the ideal of eliminating 
socio-spatial inequalities by creating a homogenously 
equipped territory. 

Today’s affluent populations tend to live in city centres, 
benefiting from all the services, culture and wealth 
they have to offer. How can social class and territory 
be decoupled? How can areas be developed and 
shops and services provided without inflating the 
property market? Where will the shopkeepers, bus 
drivers and medical staff live?

If the 15-minute city does not address these social 
questions, it runs the risk of reproducing the existing 
concentric pattern. While a small number of people 
will be able to benefit from the 15-minute city, many 
others will have to live around it, creating a geography 
of areas served and areas that serve them.

How many people walk to work?



A highly unequal, concentric distribution of services

Services and facilities are represented by symbols whose size varies in relation to the extent of their coverage. 
The facilities included in the calculation of polarities (visible at intermediate scales) are shops and cultural 
facilities as well as town halls, sub-prefectures and prefectures.

EQUIPOMETRE



	 Shantytowns

“You would have to be blind not to see these makeshift 
camps on the outskirts of European cities, sometimes even 
in their very heart, these tent cities that accumulate until an 
authority decides to evict these undesirables who have no 
right to live there. In the absence of a solution, they try to 
rebuild their lives elsewhere in the same conditions, haunted 
by the fear of being chased away again”

SABBAH Catherine, En finir avec les idées fausses sur l’habitat, 

Editions de l’Atelier, p124.

France is both a destination and a staging post for migration: 
people fleeing countries in the south cross the Mediterranean 
or the Alps, often to reach England.

These exiles, awaiting passage to England, gathered in the 
makeshift dwellings sadly known as the “Jungle” in Calais. 
Successively built, dismantled and rebuilt between 2002 and 
2015, the Jungle served as shelter for some 9,000 people. 

There are currently 430 shantytowns in France, with an 
estimated 22,000 migrants and asylum seekers, 25% of 
whom work and 25% of whom are minors. 

The are officially called “illicit camps”, a choice made 
by the government. The term refers more to illegal and 
suspicious settlements and delinquency, whereas the term 
“shantytowns” refers to very precarious housing in which 
households live in great difficulty. This way of describing 
these camps as temporary and illegal prevents them from 
being properly dealt with. 

Dans les années 60-70 en France, il y avait une explosion 
des campements de fortune aux abords des grandes villes : 
60 000 personnes y vivaient en île-de-france.

At that time, the approach was different: the government did 
not implement eviction plans, but rather “slum reabsorption” 
plans. This more progressive approach, which accompanied 
the transition and reception of the inhabitants, succeeded in 
reabsorbing a large part of these shantytowns.

On the other hand, the current designation leads to a logic 
of hunting down, destroying and constantly pushing back 
these camps, which will inevitably be recreated elsewhere 
as long as the problem of inadequate housing remains 
unaddressed.

3. 2 REINHABITING, access to decent housing for all

	 Homelessness

	 Four million people in France are without or 
inadequately housed. Of these, around 300,000 
are homeless (i.e. sleeping in non-designated 
structures or places). This means that 0.3% of the 
French population is homeless, compared with a 
European average of 0.175%.. 

Over the last fifteen years, the number of homeless 
people in France has doubled. During the COVID 
lockdowns, they were banned from sleeping 
rough, even though the solutions offered could 
not accommodate all of them. Emergency shelters 
were set up in hotels, gyms and offices, but these 
were evacuated and returned to their original 
function as soon as the lockdown was over.

Many of these people have a legal right to housing 
(77,000 out of 300,000) but are waiting to be 
housed.



Rehousing

	 There is an emergency clause that 
allows the government to reclaim empty 
homes for rehousing, but it is rarely used 
because the French are still very attached to 
property ownership.

According to INSEE, 8.4% of homes are 
vacant. This “vacancy” status covers a wide 
range of situations: inheritance disputes, 
houses that have not found a buyer, houses 
between leases, houses awaiting renovation, 
etc. It is difficult to determine which situations 
are sustainable and can be exploited.

Despite the fact that empty properties are 
taxed, the number continues to rise. Some 
people prefer to leave their property empty 
rather than rent it out for fear of damage or 
unpaid rent. 

	 Improving energy efficiency

	 There is no shortage of techniques for 
designing energy-efficient homes: homes that 
are easy to heat, cool and ventilate. These include 
Canadian wells (a ventilation system that goes 
underground to cool the air), ventilation systems 
that use wind or water to maintain a set temperature, 
and the use of materials with high inertia (such as 
stone). These low-tech systems make it possible to 
maintain a difference of 10 to 15 degrees from an 
outside temperature that is too hot or too cold.

 This work can also be done on an urban scale: 
creating arcades (and thus shaded facades), adding 
well-placed trees, water fountains, etc. 

It’s very difficult to apply these techniques to 
buildings that have already been built. This kind 
of expertise is therefore essential from the very 
beginning of construction. 

Today, however, there is a lack of interest in low-tech 
techniques on the part of developers, who prefer 
not to take risks, especially if the benefits are long-
term rather than short-term.
 

Lack of training is also an obstacle to the widespread 
use of these methods: workers and technical 
consultants are trained to use “traditional” materials, 
mainly concrete, and are unfamiliar with natural 
materials (straw, adobe, earth, natural insulation, 
etc.).

Vacancy rate (%)



3. 3 REINHABITING within the existing fabric

	 The ZAN approach (Zero Net Artifi		
	 cialization)

Established in 2018 through the French government’s 
Biodiversity Plan and further endorsed in 2020 by the 
Citizens’ Convention on Climate, this approach aims 
to minimize urban sprawl by restricting construction on 
natural or agricultural lands while compensating for 
urbanization with increased green spaces within cities.

The Zero Net Artificialization (ZAN) is a national goal 
set for 2050, which requires territories, municipalities, 
departments, and regions to reduce the paceof 
artificialization by 50% by 2030 compared to the 
consumption measured between 2011 and 2020.

Artificialization of land refers to the conversion of
natural, agricultural, or forested areas into artificial
surfaces, such as urban zones, industrial infrastructure, 
and roads. This transformation has significant
consequences for biodiversity, ecosystems, air and
water quality, as well as climate change.

	 The case of l’Île-de-France

	 Île-de-France is heavily urbanized, leading 
to a significant loss of agricultural land, natural areas, 
and green spaces. Several actions and policies have
been implemented in Île-de-France to promote the
concept of Zero Net Artificialization (ZAN). With ZAN,
the goal is not to completely halt all new 
artificialization but to restore a natural equivalent 
for each new urban expansion. In Île-de-France, 
this would mean renaturalizing an equivalent of 
the 840 hectares urbanized each year (based on 
observations from the period 2012-2017).

 However, the principle of interchangeability 
between artificialized and non-artificialized surfaces 
is, in reality, not very operational because most of 
the impacts are not compensable

The disappearance of a natural soil often results in
an irreversible loss. The formation of a natural soil
is an extremely lengthy process (several centuries)
involving natural processes (biological and climatic
activity) that cannot be replicated. In Île-de-France,
planning has already produced significant positive 
results in reducing land consumption.

	 Balancing densification and
	 green space preservation 

	 The strategies required to achieve Zero 
Net Artificialization (ZAN) in Île-de-France involve a 
multifaceted approach. It’s essential to densify urban 
areas and peripheral hubs to restrict expansion 
into natural and agricultural lands. However, this 
approach must include thoughtful considerations on 
how to seamlessly integrate built structures into the 
landscape and urban environment to avoid rejection 
by residents.

Furthermore, the success of new projects relies 
on preserving existing green spaces within urban 
areas and increasing their availability in areas that 
lack them. Urban green spaces play a crucial role in 
enhancing the well-being of residents and providing 
ecological benefits, such as urban cooling, soil 
percolation, water management, preservation of 
ecological corridors, and more. 

Therefore, it’s imperative to make efforts to classify 
different urban structures based on their suitability 
to absorb the intensification of urban activities



	 Densification of housing estates

	 Densification has a negative image; it is 
said to be synonymous with noise, saturation, lack 
of green spaces, etc. Today, the densification of 
single-family homes is done empirically (it increases 
the number of roads and accesses and generates 
individual speculation).

Today, couples whose children have left home find it 
very difficult to give up their houses, which are often 
too large and under-occupied. This is often due to 
the idea that they will continue to host their children/
grandchildren from time to time. Renting out part of 
their home could reduce the maintenance burden, 
provide extra income and mean that they are less 
lonely.

Land-sharing schemes between private individuals 
make it possible to provide affordable housing that 
does not require additional infrastructure. There is 
no shortage of supply: landowners are interested 
in a financial contribution for their land, while 
other households are looking for cheaper, smaller 
plots. This creates an economic opportunity, with 
stakeholders acting as facilitators and brokers; and a 
political opportunity, with local authorities having a 
vested interest in encouraging and supporting these 
initiatives. At the moment, these divisions are taking 
place in an empirical way, without any planning 
or centralization. How can this phenomenon be 
controlled as a whole? How can the income from 
these rentals be used to equip local areas? What 
shared contribution? What architectural quality?

	 The BIMBY

	 BIMBY (Build in My Backyard) is a trademark 
registered by Le Foll and Miet, which requires builders 
to follow a multidisciplinary training course it runs. This 
company offers homeowners the opportunity to divide 
their garden into two plots and rent out part of it. 

It also aims to reverse the image of suburban housing as 
an individualistic way of life, turning on its head the idea 
that no one would want to contribute to densification 
if it affected their personal space, illustrated by the 
acronym NIMBY (Not in My Backyard).

The BIMBY model has been imported into France with 
all its faults: it mainly generates individual benefits 
and does not have a community vision. It is based on a 
liberal model that does not respect social principles (no 
control of rents or sales, no inclusion in social housing, 
no social protection, etc.). The value of land is difficult 
to estimate, fluctuates and needs to be regulated. This 
model mainly enriches the owners of large plots of land 
and thus increases inequalities.

It also raises the question of how gardens are 
used. Gardens can be useful tools for moderating 
neighbourhood relations (noise, neighbours, etc.). 
In the western suburbs of Paris, where the value of 
properties also depends on the quality of their gardens, 
residents are reluctant to share them, whereas this is 
more acceptable in the working-class towns of the east.

In order to avoid overcrowding in these residential 
areas, it is also necessary to think about diversifying 
activities (small trades, personal assistance, commerce) 
in order to create a more autonomous and viable urban 
fabric.

There are other forms of plot-sharing in other countries. 
In England, some residents build a new house in their 
garden without dividing the plot and then rent out the 
old one. Or they ask for their plot to be subdivided and 
approach a company offering to buy a piece of the 
garden.

In the United States, divisions happen spontaneously 
because of poverty and are then legalized afterwards 
so that everyone pays taxes.
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