
Urbani izziv, volume 29, no. 1, 2018

73

UDC: 711.4:316.334.55/.56(44)
DOI: 10.5379/urbani-izziv-en-2018-29-01-002

Received: 18 Dec. 2017
Accepted: 12 Mar. 2018

Ion MALEAS

Social housing in a suburban context:  
A bearer of peri-urban diversity?

In recent years, French urban policies have demanded 
reflection on the possible relations and intersections be-
tween two emblematic, and almost antithetical, forms 
of housing: collective social housing and suburban sin-
gle-family housing. There are two main laws in place that 
encourage opposite dynamics in the housing market: on 
the one hand, the Solidarity and Urban Renovation Act 
adopted in 2000 promotes social housing construction, 
obliging municipalities to achieve a certain quota. On 
the other hand, the Housing and Renewed Urbanism Act 
adopted in 2014 facilitates private housing production to 
limit urban sprawl through suburban densification. These 
opposite planning approaches leave local governments re-
sponsible for enforcing complicated policies of question-

able feasibility. This article presents the main social and 
political concepts used in France today to promote social 
housing: the right to housing and, most importantly for 
suburbs, the social diversity of neighbourhoods. Subse-
quently, the relevance of social diversity for the suburbs is 
discussed. Certain social housing projects that have been 
successfully implemented in suburban neighbourhoods 
are examined. Finally, this article opens a discussion on 
possible methods for resolving the opposition between 
the dynamics of social housing construction and private 
housing densification processes in the suburbs.
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1 Introduction

Collective social housing and suburban single-family housing 
are two characteristic forms of housing in recent French history 
in urban and peri-urban areas, and also in political and academ-
ic discourse concerning housing and the urban environment in 
general. They are rarely associated and almost never imagined 
as coexisting; the social housing blocks, the grands ensembles of 
Modernism, and the individual suburban residences inspired 
by New Urbanism often serve as counterexamples of one an-
other (Lelévrier, 2014). However, recent French urban policies 
demand reflection on the possible relations and intersections 
between them. These reflections are imposed by and at the 
same time inscribed in a specific legal and policy framework 
provided especially by two laws: the Solidarity and Urban 
Renovation Act (Fr. Solidarité et renouvellement urbain, SRU) 
adopted in 2000 and the Housing and Renewed Urbanism 
Act (Fr. Logement et un urbanisme rénové, ALUR) adopted in 
2014. These two laws have been very influential for discussions 
of social housing and suburban housing.

First, a short bibliographic overview is provided to define the 
subject matter. Then the French legal framework and the ur-
ban policies it entails are examined. From this examination, a 
hypothesis is formed: the French suburban context currently 
has two opposing housing policies due to the SRU and ALUR. 
Opposing dynamics occur between the application of poli-
cies imposing a specific percentage of social housing within 
the total housing stock of each municipality, and the appli-
cation of policies that facilitate suburban densification  (and 
therefore the multiplication of private housing). Subsequently, 
and in order to better understand this condition, the various 
policies that promote social housing in France today are ex-
amined. Social diversity is a central concept for encouraging 
social housing construction, and it is therefore questioned 
in an effort to define the concept’s pertinence to suburban 
areas. The social characteristics of suburban France are there-
fore also examined. Finally, certain examples of social housing 
construction in French suburbs are presented. These examples 
constitute the basis for a discussion on possible ways to resolve 
the antagonistic policies identified, and proposals are offered 
for the systematic construction of social housing in suburbs.

2 The context of suburbs

This article begins by reviewing statistical, legal, and biblio-
graphical sources, focusing on the French example. Two terms 
used in this article must be defined. Peri-urban area refers 
to location and is understood in relation to an urban cen-
tre as its periphery  usually forming concentric circles around 
it (Dodier & Cailly, 2008), whereas suburb is defined mostly 

morphologically, as a territory where single-family housing 
proliferates  (Duany et  al., 2010). Therefore, suburban fabric 
can be found in peri-urban areas, and peri-urban areas may 
largely consist of suburban fabric; however, the two do not 
necessarily coincide. However, it is true that they are two char-
acteristics (one locational, one morphological) that very often 
coexist, and they tend to be used interchangeably in French 
sources.

The question of suburbs is a complex one, and its widespread, 
ever-expanding presence throughout the world has been a 
subject of international academic discussion for years. In the 
United States  (often considered the exemplar country of the 
application of the suburban model), important publications 
include those by Jackson  (Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburban-
ization of the United States, 1985) and Fishman  (Bourgeois 
Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia, in 1987), who study 
the historical socioeconomic roots of suburbs and identify the 
importance of private property and home ownership, as much 
as they identify characteristics such as low population density 
and a dominant residential status. In Italy the concept was 
first explored by Indovina, who referred to the citta difussa 
‘diffused city’ in 1990, and Secchi (who observed similar phe-
nomena, extending them to the European scale), both noting 
the expanding scale of urban spatial organization mostly due 
to the dispersion of the residential function (Indovina, 1990; 
Crysler et  al., 2012). Similarly, observing the Ruhr region in 
Germany, Sieverts explores the concept of what he terms the 
Zwischenstadt ‘in-between cities’ in his 1997 book, recogniz-
ing the spatial, economic, and historical characteristics of a 
new form of urbanization at a regional scale that is neither 
urban nor rural  (Sieverts, 2003; Charmes, 2015b). The same 
year in France, Dubois-Taine and Chalas  (1997) published 
on the concept of the ville émergente ‘emerging city’, also dis-
cussing its ambiguous character between urban and rural, and 
city and nature, and noting the seminal role of the suburban 
house (Charmes, 2015a).

It is interesting to note that in the 2000s, and with the envi-
ronmental discourses of sustainable urbanization being estab-
lished, criticism of the suburbs began to focus around their 
fundamental contribution to urban sprawl. In Suburban Na-
tion: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American Dream, 
Duany et al. (2010) focus on the urban and architectural char-
acteristics most prominent in suburban sprawl  (e.g.,  subdivi-
sions and roads), contrasting them with the traditional dense 
urban centre  (in terms of centrality, walkability, and mixed 
use) and highlighting their harmful environmental effects. In 
France, similar criticism arises, with the waste of agricultural 
and natural land, the extended soil sealing, and the depend-
ency on  (and intensification of ) car use being some of the 
focal points studied by the national organization of archi-
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tectural and urban research and experimentation, known as 
PUCA (2015a, 2015b, 2015c). Other criticism in France has 
to do with the socio-political characteristics of the suburban 
population, criticizing the lack of social diversity (Donzelot & 
Epstein, 2009) or its right-wing tendencies (Lévy, 2007). Both 
environmental and social concerns are embodied in laws estab-
lished by the French state, and it is interesting to examine them.

3 The legal and urban policy 
framework

Concerning environmental issues, the laws Grenelles I  (law 
no. 2009-967 of 3 August 2009) and Grenelles II (law no. 2010-
788 of 12 July 2010), followed most importantly by their suc-
cessor law, ALUR (law no. 2014-366 of 24 March 2014), aim 
at limiting urban sprawl and the consumption of natural and 
agricultural space by facilitating densification processes. The 
urban policies that followed make it very difficult for local 
governments to open new zones for urbanization and make 
evaluation of densification possibilities obligatory at the local 
level. In addition, plot subdivision processes are facilitated: the 
previous plot / construction ratio is abandoned for a method 
that allows a higher occupancy index, and the municipalities’ 
previous right to define the minimum size of a constructi-
ble plot is withdrawn  (Ministère du Logement  . . . , 2014). 
These developments particularly concern peri-urban zones 
and specifically suburban territories. As established by many 
extensive research programmes in France, these large territo-
ries of patchy urban fabric and low density, spreading around 
and between urban centres  – most commonly referred to as 
périurbain ‘peri-urban’ and pavillonnaire ‘suburban’ in French 
literature  – seem to have genuine potential for densification 
processes (Hanrot, 2014; Bonnet, 2016).

On the other hand, an emblematic example of social concerns 
expressed through urban policies is Article  55 of the SRU, 
which prescribes a quota of at least  20% of social housing 
within the total housing stock of municipalities with more 
than  3,500 residents  (1,500 for Île-de-France). It establishes 
a system of penalization with annual and triennial fines cal-
culated in relation to the level of social housing deficiency of 
each municipality (law no. 2000-1208 of 13 December 2000). 
The Duflot Law of 2013, reinforces these requirements, rais-
ing the percentage of social housing demanded to  25% for 
most cases (certain municipalities are exempted from the new 
quota) and increasing the level of fines  (law no.  2013-61 of 
18  January  2013). In France, out of  36,685 municipalities, 
only  8.5% have a population over  3,500  (and are therefore 
affected by these laws). However, these municipalities in-
clude  67.6% of the country’s population  (INSEE, 2017). In 
the national survey of  2017, out of the  1,997 municipalities 

concerned,  1,222 of them did not respect their obligations 
with regard to social housing stock and were subjected to fines 
totalling EUR  76.8  million, which in turn is used to finance 
the social housing sector (Ministère de la Cohésion . . . , 2018).

It is therefore possible to identify two opposing housing dy-
namics in the suburbs. On the one hand, there is the dynam-
ic of private housing through plot subdivision facilitated by 
the ALUR. On the other hand, there is the dynamic of social 
housing, a municipal necessity prescribed by the  SRU  (with 
penalties for deficiency). These dynamics are antagonistic in 
that the rise in the numbers of private dwellings in a munic-
ipality directly diminishes the municipal percentage of social 
housing. Indeed, in deficient municipalities, whose fabric is 
mostly of a suburban nature, local governments have limited 
operating power compared to the many private landlords in 
the suburbs. Such municipalities find themselves at an impasse, 
not having the land available, or the knowhow, to build enough 
social housing in order to offset the private housing multiplica-
tion and densification. It should be noted that the accustomed 
scale of collective social housing, which mobilizes the tradi-
tional public bodies of social housing (e.g., social landlords), is 
much larger than the plot of a suburban house. Furthermore, 
municipalities that are not deficient at the moment but have 
an important share of their territory susceptible to densifi-
cation  (i.e.,  suburban neighbourhoods) may find themselves 
deficient in the future if the imminent process of densification 
is not accompanied by a systematic social housing construction 
policy at the scale of the suburban private plot.

Therefore, what can be observed is an operating flexibility af-
forded to a multitude of private housing actors (landlords and 
developers) in contrast to the penalization of public actors 
with low operational power in the suburbs  (municipal gov-
ernments and social landlords). As a result, the operational 
feasibility of both of these policies in the same suburban ter-
ritory is questioned.

Today in France,  56% of the population lives in a detached 
or semi-detached suburban dwelling  (INSEE, 2016), and a 
full 87% considers this the ideal type of housing (and therefore 
wishes or plans to live in such a house; Damon, 2017). At the 
same time, 74% of all French households are eligible to apply 
for social housing  (INSEE,  2009), with four million people 
considered to have inadequate or no housing, and an estimat-
ed 12.1 million people affected by the housing crisis (Founda-
tion Abbé Pierre, 2017). Could the popular suburban housing 
model play a role in social housing provisions? Are there ways 
of constructing small-scale social housing in the suburban fab-
ric? What socio-political concepts are used for social housing, 
and are they relevant for the suburbs?
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4 The engines of social housing 
production

In the French Construction and Housing Code (Fr. Code de la 
Construction et de l’Habitation), Article L.411 defines the role 
of social housing in France: “The construction, development, 
attribution, and management of social rental housing aims to 
improve the housing conditions for people of moderate or low 
income. These operations participate in the implementation 
of the right to housing and contribute to the necessary so-
cial diversity of cities and neighbourhoods”  (law no.  98-657 
of 29 July 1998). These are the first phrases of volume four of 
the code titled Low-Income Housing (Fr. Habitations à loyer 
modéré), and they clearly highlight the two fundamental chal-
lenges of social housing in contemporary France: the right to 
housing and social diversity.

Indeed, the right to housing is the central idea that led almost 
all European countries to the large-scale construction of social 
housing after the Second  World  War  (Scanlon et  al., 2015). 
Having been identified as a fundamental human right  (in 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights signed in Paris 
in 1948), housing in western Europe “was seen as part of the 
social contract between government and citizens which made 
up the welfare state” (Scanlon et al., 2015: 2). In France, pro-
viding housing to those that are unable to access it has been 
a continuous preoccupation of the state with numerous laws 
and policies  (Driant, 2015). In the  1990s, legal and political 
efforts concerning the right to housing again moved to the 
forefront. The right to housing is the subject of the 1990 Bes-
son Law (law no. 90-449 of 31 May 1990), which establishes 
a new register for urban policies concerning housing, with a 
focus on the underprivileged population. This law introduces 
the PLAI (Fr. Prêt locatif aidé d’intégration ‘Subsidised Rental 
Loan for Integration’) category of social housing  (a catego-
ry focused specifically on the most vulnerable), and it makes 
citizens’ associations important actors in the social housing 
sector (Driant, 2015; Stébé, 2016).

During the same period, within the official vocabulary of urban 
policies, a new term, social  diversity, emerged  (most notably 
with the laws of the  21  December in  1989, known as the 
“anti-ghetto law”, and the “urban orientation law” of  1991; 
Driant, 2015). This concept is a response to the ghettoization 
of certain populations that tend to inhabit the social housing 
blocks. In order to address the socio-spatial segregation of the 
population and the socio-political division that it entails, the 
proposition of social diversity is that better distribution of 
social housing throughout French territory leads to diversi-
fication of the housing supply, and therefore to the social di-
versification of neighbourhoods (Lelévrier, 2014; Charmes & 

Bacqué, 2016c). The diversity envisioned refers to income lev-
els and socio-professional categories, but also includes underly-
ing ethnic, racial, cultural, and religious diversity (Charmes & 
Bacqué, 2016a). The approach of this policy is of a spatial 
character, meaning that its logic is to bring different social 
groups together in the same places. It is an approach that 
crosses all government and urban planning scales, regional, 
municipal, and neighbourhood  (Driant, 2015). The driving 
concept is that its application can change a certain percent-
age of the population of a neighbourhood, thereby increasing 
the value of its real estate, and that the spatial proximity of 
different social groups will cultivate social integration and co-
hesion (Lelévrier, 2014).

However, the research community has pointed to contradic-
tory results between the two fundamental objectives of social 
housing (the right to housing and social diversity): the under-
privileged population is most commonly housed in less expen-
sive social housing, which is mostly found in working-class 
neighbourhoods, and this therefore yields contradicting re-
sults regarding the objectives of social diversity policies ( Jail-
let, 2011). The right to housing may have a certain ethical 
impact and a political value that are not questioned at the 
European scale or at the French national scale; in contrast, 
social diversity is a concept that is only applied by the French 
state at the national level (Houard, 2011; Scanlon et al., 2015; 
Dhoquois et al., 2016). The concept of social diversity has been 
widely contested in French literature due to the principles it is 
founded upon, its underlying objectives, its application strat-
egies, and its socio-political effects on the territory (Lelévrier, 
2014; Driant, 2015; Charmes & Bacqué, 2016c; Stébé, 2016).

5 Social diversity: a contested 
concept

Since its inception, social diversity has been an effective polit-
ical concept due to its “plastic character” ( Jaillet, 2011: 351), 
which is due to “the notion’s polysemy and the diversity of 
interpretations that could be drawn from it. This polysemy 
favours a sort of consensus and legitimizes policies that could 
be vastly different from one another,” as supported by Charmes 
and Bacqué  (2016a:  12). They refer to two distinct policies 
that are both implemented in the name of social diversity but 
are nearly opposites of each other. One approach is to demolish 
collective social housing in working-class neighbourhoods in 
order to replace the housing supply with a more diverse one, 
thus profiting middle-class households. The other approach is 
to construct social housing in middle- and upper-class neigh-
bourhoods. These are two sides of the same coin. In his work, 
Driant specifies these two approaches in France (2015):

• One side of the coin is the policy of urban renovation. 
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This policy promotes processes of demolition and recon-
struction to improve the image and attractiveness of un-
derprivileged neighbourhoods by replacing social housing 
with a housing supply more attractive to middle - income 
brackets of the population. However, numerous research-
ers agree that the spatial proximity of households with 
different incomes does not negate social distance (on the 
contrary, it could reinforce it), and it certainly does not 
resolve social, financial, and political inequalities ( Jaillet, 
2011 Lelévrier, 2014; Driant, 2015; Giroud, 2016; Stébé, 
2016). Such processes of urban renovation  (demolition 
and reconstruction) are mostly carried out in areas with 
collective social housing that are well situated in relation 
to urban centres (or at least well connected to them) in 
order to generate attractiveness and surplus value by of-
fering “an alternative to homeownership in the suburban” 
environment, with dwellings that are affordable “without 
having to move to the periphery” (Lelévrier, 2014: 118).

• The other side of the coin is none other than the impo-
sition of a minimum quota of social housing within the 
total housing stock of municipalities  (the infamous Ar-
ticle 55 of the SRU in 2000, and the subsequent Duflot 
Law  2013). If urban renovation policies are considered 
to offer an alternative to peri-urban housing, then the 
SRU could be considered highly pertinent to peri-urban 
territory. The SRU has had an important influence on 
social housing production in deficient municipalities, 
with an increase of 12.7% between 1999 and 2011 (com-
pared to the 6% increase in non-deficient municipalities), 
translating into an increase in new social housing units 
from  87,000 in  2002–2004 to an estimated of  140,000 
in  2011  – 2013  (Vie publique,  2014; Ministère de 
la Cohésion  .  .  . , 2015). In contrast, in the region of 
Provence–Alps–Cote-d’Azur (where nearly 40% of defi-
cient municipalities of France are found), an increase in 
deficient municipalities has been noted since  2008, at-
tributed to population growth and therefore an increase 
in private dwellings (Boullion & Couartou, 2016). This 
serves as an initial indication of the importance of sub-
urbs in this discussion because private dwellings in France 
are mostly of a suburban nature. Stébé  (2016:  115) 
states that “city centres have proven to follow proactive 
policies,” achieving a higher social housing quota than 
demanded, whereas municipalities identified as “low 
performing” are found in the peri-urban areas of large 
urban centres, and / or are municipalities with a mostly 
suburban fabric. According to a national survey on Arti-
cle 55 of the SRU, the municipalities that paid the highest 
fines in 2016 were Saint-Maur-des-Fossés, Neuilly  -  sur-
Seine, Le Cannet, Sanary-sur-Mer, and Grasse (Ministère 
de la Cohésion . . ., 2016). Four out of five of these mu-
nicipalities have a significant share of suburban fabric, 

and the fifth (Neuilly-sur-Seine is the only one without 
a suburban character) is found in the Paris peri-urban 
area (Google Maps, 2017). This is yet another indication 
that the obligations prescribed by the SRU pose problems 
for suburban and peri-urban communities. However, the 
following question still remains: Does the political jus-
tification of social diversity  (imposed on the territory 
through Article 55 of the SRU) provide a valid discourse 
for suburban and peri-urban communities?

6 The importance of social diversity 
for the peri-urban area

The peri-urban area in France has become synonymous with 
suburban development, and it is a territory commonly accused 
of having socioeconomic homogeny, lacking architectural 
and urban qualities, and plagued by its monofunctionality. 
Although the architectural and functional homogeny is not 
contested, the work of researchers such as Dodier et al., Anne 
Lambert, and Charmes  (among others) clearly demonstrates 
the socioeconomic and political diversity of the French peri-ur-
ban area.

“There is not one but several peri-urbans”  (Charmes et  al., 
2016:  85), and each of these peri-urban areas varies in its 
attributes, and their populations have diverse characteristics 
and political orientations. While admitting a social diversity 
“slightly weaker than found in the urban space” (the wealthiest 
and most impoverished social classes being less present), Dodi-
er (2007: 35 –46) draws attention to the presence of all social 
categories in the peri-urban areas and invites consideration of a 
more detailed geography and sociology of suburban territory. 
Even within each of these peri-urban areas, it is possible to 
discover a plurality of ways of living and the residents’ relations 
to the neighbourhood and the city – aspects that depend on 
gender, age, ease of transport, and so on  (Cailly  & Dodier, 
2007). Within all of these variations, certain discrimination 
has also been identified based on class, nationality, ethnic or 
racial background, gender, and so on (Lambert, 2015). All of 
these elements highlight the important social diversity of the 
peri-urban areas and provide motivation to surpass the polari-
zation between urban and peri-urban areas. They demonstrate 
the importance of “focusing tirelessly on the context and in 
particular the inequalities between neighbourhoods and the 
social differentiations”  (Sampson, 2016:  35), which is Samp-
son’s most fundamental advice for socio-urban research.

As described above, public policies promoting social diversity 
are founded on a spatial approach. For the peri-urban areas 
that Dodier studied on the periphery of the cities of Tours 
and Le Mans, certain socioeconomic variations were identified 
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to correlate with a “spatial differentiation” composed of three 
main elements. The first involves the distance from the urban 
centre in concentric circles. This is a constant and converg-
ing observation between researchers, with the value of houses 
and land, and thus the socioeconomic level of the residents, 
decreasing progressively and in a fairly systematic manner de-
pending on the distance from the city centre (Cailly & Dodier, 
2007; Dodier, 2007; Jaillet, 2011; Driant, 2015). Second, there 
is a differentiation that correlates with the quadrants around 
the city  (north, east, south, and west), showing different de-
velopment dynamics related to the specific features of the 
territory (e.g., landscape quality, location in relation to public 
infrastructure such as public transport, and proximity to work 
areas). The third spatial differentiation that causes socioeco-
nomic variations depends on real-estate fragmentation and is 
specific and internal to each case (e.g.,  plot size and date of 
construction; Cailly & Dodier, 2007).

Through this detailed socio-spatial analysis, and through rec-
ognizing the importance of context in each case  (Sampson, 
2016), the scale of the municipality and of a peri-urban area is 
specified and analysed at the more detailed scale of the neigh-
bourhood and several peri-urban realities existing within what 
was previous conceived as one homogenous territory. At this 
detailed scale, it is possible to arrive at a deeper understand-
ing of each neighbourhood of the peri-urban areas, and thus 
it is possible to arrive at a reading of true homogeny, where 
it exists. Thus, social diversity could be a relevant concept 
for the suburbs. Interestingly, Sampson was also one of the 
members of the national advisory committee for the ambi-
tious social experiment called the Moving to Opportunity for 
Fair Housing Demonstration Programme (Briggs et al., 2010). 
In the United States in the  1990s, this programme studied 
neighbourhood effects on low-income households, helping 
such families move from high-poverty areas to lower-poverty 
areas, most of them in the suburbs  (Briggs et al., 2010; Lud-
wig, 2012). Although this programme has been criticized for 
political naivety (Geronimus & Thompson, 2004), most stud-
ies point toward important positive effects, including housing 
conditions  (Briggs et al., 2010), education, employment, and 
delinquency (Gennetian et al., 2012), economic gains (Chet-
ty & Hendren, 2015), and health (Ludwig et al., 2011) of the 
low-income families that were relocated. Consequently, there 
are indications that an urban policy of social diversity may 
find fertile ground in suburban territories.

7 Social housing as a bearer of social 
diversity in the French suburbs?

With regard to the French suburbs, it can be established 
that “in the first peri-urban concentric circle of large cities, 

the social situations are globally more specific, being mid-
dle-class”  (Dodier,  2007:  35–46) and tending toward up-
per-class socioeconomic status. These types of peri-urban are-
as are typically neighbourhoods built in the 1960s, when the 
popularization of private cars and various urban policies pro-
moted diffused urbanization (Callen, 2011; Haëntjens, 2011; 
Magri, 2015), with many of their quadrants characterized by 
suburban houses on large plots, which are usually well-served 
by public infrastructure (e.g., schools and hospitals), well con-
nected through public transport to the city centre and thus 
to work areas, and so on (Dodier & Cailly, 2008; Desgrand-
champs et  al., 2010; Petitet, 2013). These characteristics of 
urban fabric and location provide favourable conditions both 
for densification processes (e.g.,  large plots and good service) 
as much as for social housing construction (e.g., public trans-
port and work area proximity; Desgrandchamps et al., 2010; 
Petitet, 2013; Touati & Crozy, 2015). In addition, the fact that 
the socioeconomic groups that inhabit these neighbourhoods 
are mostly middle to upper class means that social diversity 
policies through social housing construction find ethically less 
conflicting legitimization while still fulfilling the other funda-
mental role of social housing (as defined in the French Con-
struction and Housing Code): providing housing for disad-
vantaged households. Therefore, within many quadrants of the 
first concentric circles of peri-urban areas, potentially fruitful 
ground is being discovered for the productive intersection of 
suburban elements  (and their densification) and social hous-
ing (and therefore social diversity), while constantly taking care 
to avoid generalizations. This includes paying attention to the 
context and specific social, economic, and political character-
istics of each neighbourhood, and to quadrant aspects such 
as real-estate fragmentation, landscape quality, sizes of plots, 
dates of construction, and so on.

Today in France’s peri-urban areas there are examples of suc-
cessful social housing construction at the scale of the private 
plot. In particular, there are a number of associations (or “social 
micro-landlords”) that systematically produce defused, small-
scale social housing projects (one to twelve units per project) 
within suburban densification procedures  (Primard  & Toua-
ti, 2015). These actors produce PLAI social housing for the 
most vulnerable, and one of the necessary conditions for com-
mencing a project is the location and its proximity to ameni-
ties  (e.g.,  transport, commerce, schools, and work areas). The 
associations function within the legal framework provided 
by the Besson Law  (profiting from both their possible role 
within the social housing market and the PLAI category of 
social housing). In most cases, PLAI social housing already 
constitutes a form of social diversity for the suburban area; 
however these social micro-landlords make an additional ef-
fort to integrate student housing, housing for seniors, or inter-
generational housing  (all recognized as social housing by the 
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SRU) within their projects when such housing is considered 
pertinent to the wider urban context and the local housing 
policies. In addition, there is an effort to promote social di-
versity within each project, with residents of different ages, 
revenue levels, and so on chosen for small collective housing 
projects. Finally, when Étienne Primard  (the co-founder and 
president of such an association, Solidarités nouvelles pour le 
logement ‘New Solidarities for Housing’, or SNL) was asked 
in an interview about the most essential criteria for launch-
ing a project, the first one he highlighted is the possibility of 
mobilizing neighbours in participatory procedures related to 
the project (Primard & Touati, 2015).

Indeed, with efforts to construct social housing in the subur-
ban densification context of middle- and upper-class peri-ur-
ban areas, the concept of social diversity is bound to face oppo-
sition from residents. Although social diversity is an idea well 
accepted by the majority of the French population  (ELABE, 
2016), suburban densification is almost always met with dis-
content from local residents  (Desgrandchamps et  al., 2010) 
and the reputation of social housing only adds to that tension. 
Participatory processes are a way to discuss and adjust a project 
in order to achieve its construction while providing satisfac-
tory solutions to all interested actors. These types of project 
procedures contribute to new trades, new practices, and new 
abilities in the urban fabric  (Biau et  al., 2013). The detailed 
analysis by Dodier and the deeper understanding of peri-urban 
areas, as much as the attention to context and the progress 
from the terrain sociology of Sampson, promote a form of 
citizen participation in the sense of the importance given to the 
inhabitants’ word. Increasingly, these participatory approaches 
are considered necessary elements of suburban densification 
processes (Petitet, 2013; Hanrot, 2015). In social housing, resi-
dent consultation and participation are already an integral part 
of social housing management  (Demoulin, 2013; Dhoquois, 
2016), and in recent years Patrick Bouchain  (2010, 2016), 
an architect celebrated for his participatory project methods, 
has examined the possibilities of inhabitant participation in 
the conception and construction of social housing. Even for 
contested and questioned urban policies of social diversity, 
the criticism is that they “are unfortunately often carried out 
without, and in some cases against, the concerned inhabit-
ants” (Charmes & Bacqué, 2016b: 99–100). Furthermore, the 
potential of a participatory social diversity policy, through pro-
cedures that respect the existing residents and create true social 
connections between old and new residents, is often highlight-
ed (Lelévrier, 2014; Charmes & Bacqué, 2016c).

It is important not to conceal the great complexity of par-
ticipatory processes in the urban project, not to consider it a 
panacea for all urban problems. In thirty years of the experi-
ence of the SNL association in such a tense and conflict-rid-

den area, they have never had a construction permit blocked 
by residents  (Touati, 2014), and so their model of operation 
could at least serve as a source of inspiration. With their pro-
jects well accepted by both local governments  (because they 
contribute to lowering the fines related to the SRU) and local 
residents  (because they are informed and can influence the 
result through their participation – a result that always remains 
on the architectural scale of the suburban), the SNL model 
serves as a successful example. It is crucial to learn from such 
an example, specifically by following Primard’s advice on res-
ident consultation and participation throughout all planning 
scales, whether this is regional (and includes the formulation 
of regional planning documents such as the SCoT or the PLH 
in the French case), or at the scale of the municipality and its 
neighbourhoods  (with planning documents such as the local 
urbanism plans; Primard & Touati, 2015). At the same time, 
it is equally important to note its weaknesses:

• These associations are based on a certain political com-
mitment of their founders, related to the right to housing 
of their fellow citizens, and the great majority of their 
personnel are volunteers (in the case of the SNL, 70 em-
ployees and 1,127 volunteers; SNL-Union, 2017).

• Furthermore, this method of producing social housing 
within suburban densification processes will continue to 
remain marginal if it does not include financial interests 
for private landlords (the owners of the vast majority of 
suburban land).

In order to achieve the popularization of such an urban policy 
and make the diffused production of social housing systematic 
at the suburban scale, it is necessary to consider the reality of 
densification that is bound to be mostly at the scale of the pri-
vate suburban plot and initiated by private landlords, and must 
therefore offer a certain financial compensation to the owner.

8 Conclusion

Beyond committed associations, there are other actors inter-
ested in this subject, actors that must be mobilized in the ef-
fort to provide solutions. First of all, the municipalities have 
an interest in finding ways to avoid the SRU fines they are 
currently paying while providing housing through suburban 
densification. Furthermore, the traditional bodies of social 
housing (social landlords) must also be mobilized. During the 
last decade, these social landlords have become increasingly 
interested in smaller project scales  (with  95% of construct-
ed social housing being small collective housing complexes, 
intermediary housing, or individual dwellings; Stébé, 2016). 
Their collaboration with private developers and constructors 
is becoming more common, and thus easier and simpler with 
time  (Dhoquois, 2016). In addition, these traditional social 
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landlords have also started committing to projects with a 
more urban design  / renewal character by including public 
spaces, shops, and other places  (Couartou, 2016). With the 
hypothesis of the commitment of these social landlords / urban 
designers in the suburban context, the beginning of an urban, 
architectural, and functional diversity is possible to imagine.

Although social diversity is a contested concept, in certain 
contexts it could be a beneficial policy objective. Questioning 
popular belief, the social characteristics of the French suburbs 
have proven to be rather diverse. However, by following an 
in-depth, detailed analysis of peri-urban areas, and by focusing 
on the context of each case, it is possible to find examples 
where social diversity policies could be productive. Interna-
tional cases provide an encouraging basis to inspire such di-
versity experimentations, focusing on suburban fabric in the 
first peri-urban circle.

Furthermore, the example of social micro-landlords, such 
as the SNL, could effectively serve as operating models for 
these actors  (such as the municipalities themselves and the 
traditional social landlords). What their model indicates is 
that participatory procedures could help reconcile the antag-
onism between private and social housing dynamics through 
collaboration between inhabitants, municipalities, and social 
landlords, and the mobilization of private dwellings in social 
housing provisions. However, there is currently no regulato-
ry apparatus that could clearly and easily bring inhabitants, 
municipalities, and social landlords (whether micro-landlord, 
traditional landlord, or landlord as urban designer) together in 
construction operations. Moreover, the need for solutions that 
are financially more attractive for more of the actors involved 
demands thorough reflection. Urban, architectural, and land-
scape proposals that respond to the environmental objective 
of densification, and at the same time respond to the social 
objective of social housing, must be provided. The ensemble 
of these reflections on the subject must take into account all 
levels, starting from the level of the EU and its urban policies, 
to the national, regional, municipal, and neighbourhood levels, 
and finally the level of the residents and their private plots. 
The proposals should be produced through participatory pro-
cedures in order to offer solutions that are socially, politically, 
financially, and architecturally viable, enduring, and sustaina-
ble for peri-urban environments of the future.
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