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Improving in Place: Three Social Housing Regeneration Projects in France

Proposal, The Bill Mitchell ++ Fund

Jeff Geisinger, SMArchS Building Technology, Class of 2015



Tour Bois-le-Prêtre, Paris

view from new addition

(all photographs from

www.lacatonvassal.com)



Introduction

Over a million American families depend on public housing as an affordable place to call

home. Much of the nation’s public housing stock, however, fails to meet today’s design and

maintenance standards, as antiquated building technologies and years of disinvestment have led

to disrepair. While the prevailing redevelopment approach is to demolish and rebuild, displacing

families in the process, recent housing transformations in France show that an alternative path

is possible. They demonstrate that retrofitting—the process of upgrading and adding to existing

buildings to enhance living quality and environmental footprint—can be cheaper and greener

than building anew without uprooting existing residents. My recent work on energy-efficient

public housing in Lower Roxbury, Boston, and on a retrofit proposal for Brownsville, Brooklyn,

has made me acutely aware of local communities’ struggles with declining facilities and fears of

displacement. Bridging the fields of architecture, preservation, and equitable development, this

study will greatly advance my ongoing thesis research into sustainable housing rehabilitation.

A Bill Mitchell ++ Fund grant will enable me to analyze and evaluate France’s innovative

redevelopment approach to improve the way we shape public housing in the U.S.

Background

France’s federally funded social housing emerged after World War II, ringing the periphery of

the country’s major urban centers. Due to neglect and high rates of crime and unemployment,

the French government has largely supported the demolition of its social housing blocks,

even in the face of increased housing demand. This contradiction prompted the Paris-based

architectural team of Druot, Lacaton, &amp; Vassal, known for their inventive use of inexpensive

materials, to design guidelines for revamping, rather than dismantling, social housing. Their

methodology was simple: make better use of demolition and reconstruction funds and reinvest

in the long-term maintenance of the existing buildings. Starting from the inside and working out,

they proposed expanding apartments according to resident needs, adding natural light and air

to living spaces and common areas, and upgrading facades without requiring residents to move

out of their apartments. The concept gained support from housing officials and was applied to

three recent rehabilitations.



Tour Bois-le-Prêtre, Paris

before renovation



While the first one, a completed tower retrofit in Paris, is well documented, virtually no

published information exists for the two more recent, ongoing renovations. If awarded a Bill

Mitchell ++ Fund grant, I will gain direct insight into a wide range of rehabilitation concepts only

attainable by visiting the three projects in person: witnessing the interface of new and old both

during construction and after completion, learning residents’ perspectives on design changes,

and viewing the upgraded buildings both on-site and within their surrounding urban context.



Methodology

Using photography, sketching, diagramming, and interviews with the architects and building

officials, I will evaluate the projects through a multi-disciplinary lens:

Architectural Design - I will explore the ways in which the projects respond to varying resident

needs and family sizes, including expanded living spaces, upgraded stairs and elevators, and

new shared amenity spaces and landscaped areas. Additionally, I will study how the use of

prefabricated elements enabled the quick and efficient assembly of design upgrades.



Tour Bois-le-Prêtre, Paris

after renovation
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Policy + Planning - I will research the financing and zoning frameworks that made these

projects economically viable and technically feasible. In addition, I will analyze how revised

strategies regarding security and maintenance contribute to resident safety and well-being.

Community Development - I will examine the role that resident engagement played in

the design process, and identify the strategic alliances between designers, community

organizations, and officials that fostered resident participation.



Sustainable Building Technology - I will analyze the design and planning strategies that most

successfully improve energy efficiency. For example, I will investigate how new enclosed

balcony spaces facilitate daylighting and passive solar heating. Meetings with local authorities

will inform how owners reinvest energy cost savings in enhanced upkeep and operation.



Itinerary

Starting in Paris, I will visit the architects’ offices, and then travel to the three recently

completed and ongoing projects in chronological order.



La Chesnaie, Saint-Nazaire

aerial view, before renovation



La Chesnaie, Saint-Nazaire

model of proposed expansion



1) Tour Bois-le-Prêtre, Paris - Originally built in 1961, Bois-le-Prêtre is a 16-story, 96-unit social

housing tower on the outskirts of Paris. The modernist structure is managed by Paris Habitat,

the municipal Office for Public Housing, who conducted a 2005 competition to refurbish the

tower as part of a larger area redevelopment plan. The winning design, completed in 2011,

features reconfigured apartment layouts with new “winter gardens,” or balconied extensions

to each unit, as well as new elevators and ground floor common spaces. I will evaluate the

successes and lessons learned from the design upgrades, now three years out.

2) La Chesnaie, Saint-Nazaire - The rehabilitation of La Chesnaie, a 40-unit, 10-story

residential tower located in the small city of Saint-Nazaire in the west of France, is significant

because it also includes an expansion of 40 new housing units in addition to the retrofit. The

project is nearing completion and is scheduled to open this January. I will investigate the

planning motivations and decisions that supported the doubling of units, and examine how the

design accommodates shared spaces such as circulation and common areas between existing

and new. I will also identify synergies that the expansion presents for energy efficiency, such as

upgraded heating and cooling systems.

3) Cité du Grand Parc, Bordeaux - The Cité du Grand Parc is a large complex of 4000 lowincome units located north of Bordeaux’s historic center. The first phase of the rehabilitation,

comprising three buildings, has recently begun construction and will feature winter garden

extensions, reconfigured vertical circulation, and upgraded common spaces. I will examine

design considerations that are particular to the scale of this mass housing complex, such as

green roofs, exterior spaces between buildings, and upgrades to a district heating system. Also,

visiting the building while under construction will provide an in-progress view of material and

structural assemblies as well as the phasing logistics for avoiding disruption to inhabitants.



Cité du Grand Parc, Bordeaux

view of one existing building



Cité du Grand Parc, Bordeaux

rendering of proposed extensions



Conclusion

Through this study, I hope to gain a comprehensive perspective of retrofitting that links

architecture, sustainable design, and socially responsible planning. Bearing in mind that

some strategies may prove more effective than others, I hope to reveal how preservation and

rehabilitation can be a more equitable and sustainable redevelopment alternative to demolition

and displacement. This investigation represents a critical next step in my SMArchS in Building

Technology thesis on local public housing revitalization. Based on powerful evidence from my

travels, I will develop a sustainable rehabilitation plan for a public housing site here in Boston.

In my work and observations as an architect, I have learned that in order to effect change

in disadvantaged neighborhoods, we cannot simply propose designs—we have to envision

inclusive communities with a shared sense of dignity and place. This means stepping outside of

our conventional mode of practice and serving as advocates for residents whose voices should

be heard, as leaders who build consensus between diverse stakeholders, and as innovators

for sustainable and energy-efficient neighborhoods. A Bill Mitchell ++ award will provide me

with the multidisciplinary tools to create this inclusive vision for our public housing, one that

embraces the past as strongly as it looks to the future.



Budget:			



$2000



Airfare:		

	

$1200

Lodging:	

	

$500

In-country transportation:	

$300

2 of 2



Schedule: 	



January 5-19



Paris:		

Saint-Nazaire:	

Bordeaux:	



6 days

4 days

4 days
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