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Introduction 

 Urban shrinkage as a multidimensional process: multiple factors 
and various interrelated manifestations

 How socio-spatial effects of urban decline have been studied in 
the existing literature?

 What are the effects of urban policies tackling urban shrinkage 
on socio-spatial inequalities?

 What are the socio-spatial dimensions of urban shrinkage in 
France?

 Policy responses to urban shrinkage in France: an accentuation 
of socio-spatial disparities ? 



The socio-spatial effects of 
urban decline 

 In the US, the combination of residential suburbanization, de-
industrialization and employment decentralization led to the 
concentration of poverty in inner cities (Jackson, 1985; Fishman, 
1987)

 Self-aggravating spiral of pauperization and fiscal crisis (Downs, 
1997, 1998; Beauregard, 2003)

 Difficulties for low-income people and minorities to access jobs: 
spatial mismatch (Kain, 1968; Ong & Blumenberg, 1998)

 An “underclass” isolated from the rest of society (Wilson, 1987)

 Neighborhood effects debate: negative effects of poverty 
concentration (Goering, 2003 ; Briggs, 2005)



The socio-spatial effects of 
urban decline 

 In Europe, the effects of urban decline were less pronounced due to 
strong Welfare policies (Friedrichs, 2002, Andersson & Musterd, 2005

 De-industrialization had dramatic consequences on the social context 
of cities: an “accumulation of interdependent problems” (Bontje, 
2005)

 The downward spiral of urban decline: unemployment, need in public 
assistance, decrease in tax revenues, deterioration of urban fabric, 
negative image, difficulties to attract new investment… (OCDE, 1983; 
Friedrichs, 1993; Bontje, 2005; Lang, 2005)

 Selective outmigration process: mainly the most fragile population 
remains in shrinking cities

 Increasing segregation in declining cities: the poor are trapped in the 
most devaluated parts of the city (Bacqué & Fol, 1997; Petsimeris, 
1998)

 De-structuring of social and local identities: des-affiliation process 
(Castel, 1995)



Policy responses and their 
socio-spatial impact

 A convergence in policy responses: restoring competiveness and 
attractiveness

 Main goals: to retain and develop creativity and human capital 
(Bontje, 2005) ; to attract investment and developers (Wilson & 
Wouters, 2003; Leo & Anderson, 2006); to attract the creative class 
(Florida, 2002)

 Tools: gentrification / social mix (Lelévrier, 2005; Musterd & 
Andersson, 2005); business-oriented restructuring (Mac Leod et al., 
2003; Boland, 2007)

 New forms of socio-spatial divisions: fragmentation process 
characterized by pockets of new investment and gentrification 
developing near remaining islands of poverty and decay (Bacqué & 
Fol, 2005; Cunningham-Sabot & Roth, 2010)

 Political choices made at the local level do matter to encourage or 
refrain these trends (Albecker, 2010; Albecker & Fol, forthcoming; 
Miot, 2010)



Shrinking Cities in France

 Despite a relatively strong population growth at the national 
level, urban shrinkage is occurring in France

 Between 1990 and 1999, about one third of all urban areas in 
France shrank (112 out of 361)

 A first type of shrinkage is related to de-industrialization: 8 out 
of the 52 largest urban areas (Julien, 2000)

 A second type of shrinkage is occurring in small towns: 
between 1975 and 1999, 350 small towns (43%) lost 
population (Paulus, 2005)



Shrinking Cities in France
Demographic change for 361 Urban Areas in France : 1990-1999



Socio-spatial effects of de-
industrialization: the case of Saint-Denis

 Saint-Denis : typical industrial and working class suburb 
developed at the end of the 19th century and led by the 
communist party

 Early and pronounced process of deindustrialization in the 
1960s

 Shift toward service activities

 Mismatch between qualifications required by the new firms 
and those of the local population



Social change and accentuation of 
segregation in Saint-Denis

 Decline in population : Saint-Denis lost more than 13.000 
inhabitants between 1968 and 1999

 Increase in the number of immigrants : from 12% in 1954 to 
26% in 1999 (non French population)

 Increase in unemployment rates : 20% in 1999
 Increase in poverty : Saint-Denis is among the poorest towns 

in the Paris region
 Out-migration of the wealthiest part of the population / 

Pauperization of the remaining residents
 Poorest residents concentrated in dilapidated older housing in 

the city center and social housing projects in the periphery
 Today : Social housing = 43% of the housing stock, a 

substantial part of which in large estates (the “Cités”)



Socio-spatial effects in small shrinking 
cities: the case of Vierzon

 Vierzon: typical case of small industrial cities that are shrinking in 
France (Nonny-Davadie, 2010)

 In the 70s, de-industrialization and peri-urbanization: the town started 
to lose population in 1975 and the urban area in 1982

 Population loss: 
-20% between 1975 and 2006 (commune de Vierzon)
- 7550 inhabitants

 Employment loss: 
- 19% between 1968 and 1999
- 50% jobs in industry (-5732 jobs between 

1975 and 2006Unemployment: 22% in 1999; 16,5% in 2006
 Unemployment: 22% in 1999; 16,5% in 2006



Policy responses to urban 
shrinkage in France

 At the national level: restoring the competiveness of de-
industrialized cities and regions

* helping investment in declining regions through direct 
financial support to firms (prime à l’aménagement du territoire)

* facilitating the implantation of new economic activities 
(contrats de site et contrats territoriaux)

 At the same time: a trend toward the rationalization of public 
spending and policies results in the suppression of public 
services (hospitals, tribunals, military facilities) with strong 
effects on local employment and economic vitality

 Tensions and contradictions between competiveness and social 
and territorial cohesion?



Policy responses to urban 
shrinkage in France

 At the local level: bringing back attractiveness and social mix in 
the city

 Social mix can justify strategies whose implicit goal is to gentrify 
the city and improve its image

 Local actors faced with contradictions between helping the poor 
and building public space and services for the middle-class 
(Rousseau, 2010)



Adaptation of local policies in Saint-
Denis

 Two main objectives :
* responding to the difficulties of the low-income households
* attempting to restore the “social mix” in Saint-Denis

 Attracting investment and new firms in promising areas located on 
the fringes of Paris : la “Plaine-Saint-Denis”

 Renovation of the centre and large urban project for la “Plaine-
Saint-Denis” : targeting new population in the most attractive 
urban sectors



Socio-spatial fragmentation in 
Saint-Denis ?



Socio-spatial inequalities reinforced 
by local policies in Vierzon?

 Increasing disparities within the urban area: 
a center concentrating the old and decayed housing stock (30% 

vacancy)
a first periphery with suburban houses for middle-class families
the “ghost town” of social housing

 Local policies:
renovation of the old center (PNRQAD) and demolition of social 

housing
re-industrialization and tertiarization through the creation of new 

industrial parks and office buildings in the periphery (abandonment of 
old industrial buildings in the city center)

increasing residential attractiveness by encouraging new 
developments of detached houses

 Risk of increasing disparities between the new supply of housing / office 
space and the devalued housing stock and industrial buildings?  



Conclusion
 Urban shrinkage result in growing socio-spatial disparities 

 Shrinking cities as a challenging issue for national policies: 
boosting the attractiveness of declining territories or 
maintaining territorial and social cohesion?

 Tensions in local policies : responding to the needs of the poor 
or attracting new business and population ?

 Social mix or accentuated segregation?

 Is segregation bad for economic development? Not 
necessarily! (Musterd, 2007)
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