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Since 20 years, France is involved by an interesting urban regeneration process which 
improves the quality of life in terms of economic, social and environmental sustainability 
(Nijkamp and Perrels, 1994; Porfyriou and Sepe, 2017; Sepe, 2013a, 2014). The Zone Urbaine 
Sensible – ZUS, namely sensitive urban zones created in France in 1996 with Décret n°96-1156 
are some disadvantaged areas supported by the PRU (Projets de Rénovation Urbaine), with 
the financial help of the ANRU, Agence Nationale pour la Rénovation Urbaine that manages 
public-private funds and is aimed at integrating people through employment. 

In particular, within the Alpes Maritimes territory, 5 ZUS are located, three of these in 
the city of Nice, one is divided between Nice and Saint-André, and the last is located in 
Vallauris. In Nice, the urban regeneration of the ZUS is aimed at improving the quality of 
life and reduce the social differences through actions of new building, redevelopment, 
demolition and reconstruction. The demolition is carried out when the redevelopment, which 
must be characterized by principles of sustainability, is economically disadvantageous. In 
these contexts, urban projects mostly concern the redevelopment of public spaces and 
renovation of housing which fulfilled the objectives of the PLH (Programme Local de l’Habitat) 
to increase social development and improve the quality of life. Vieux Nice area (old town) is 
the historical and touristic heart of the city. The area, densely populated - 17,500 inhabitants 
in an area of 70 hectares - is considered a ZUS as a result of overcrowding which improves 
the real estate value, but decreases quality, comparable to social housing. 

The project idea of the PSMV (Plan de Sauvegarde et de Mise en Valeur), is also in this 
case to improve residences replacing them with environmentally sustainable buildings, all 
preserving place identity. The ZUS renewal is part of a wider process of regeneration which is 
interesting Nice by 20 years in the framework of the PNRU, Programme National de Rénovation 
Urbaine. The principal aims include mixed uses to increase employment, housings and social 
life. The new strategy is to decrease vacant areas performing differentiated activities in 
different moment of a day. The challenge is  both renovating the urban environment and 
improving social inclusion, by respecting the urban form,  and preserving place identity. All in 
a sustainable perspective (Pendlebury and Porfyriou, 2017; Sepe, 2013b). 

The paper will illustrate, the process of urban renewal which is interesting Nice since the 
beginning of 2000, starting from the emblematic Zone Urbaine Sensible and focusing on the 
questions deriving from the aforementioned challenge.

Zone Urbaine Sensible and urban regeneration: 
preserving place identity by improving social inclusion

Marichela Sepe

IRISS- CNR/DiARC Università di Napoli Federico II, Via G. Sanfelice, 8, 80134 Napoli, Italy
marisepe@unina.it

Keywords: Urban regeneration, place identity, sustainability
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Introduction

The history of a place, together with its historic urban fabric and heritage, and the 
development of suitable policies constitute important elements in determining the future of 
that part of the city and its renewal.

At the same time, recognizing the value of place identity as a fundamental component 
of urban history and in implementing urban change serves as a reference point both in terms 
of society’s wishes and in safeguarding and constructing both sustainable and innovative 
urban image (Landry, 2000; Lynch,1960).

Cities are simultaneously buildings, material structures, and also people, networks and 
intangible elements, such as memory, history, social relationships, emotional experiences 
and cultural identities. The city is as an organism: each element is inextricably interwoven 
and planning is based on how people feel the city from an emotional and psychological 
point of view (Carpenter, 2006; Carta, 2007; Florida, 2005; Musterd et al., 2013). Accordingly, 
the creation of an urban environment which encourages the setting up of innovative 
activities requires, at the local level, the construction of a specialized production system and 
the establishment of an urban environment which can support the testing of consensual 
practice of regional government. 

The mix of all the aforementioned elements is on the basis of many projects of urban 
regeneration, which are in development in Europe in the last 30 years (Nijkamp and Perrels, 
1994; Porfyriou and Sepe, 2017; Ruijsbroek et al., 2017; Sepe, 2009, 2013a-b, 2014a-b). In 
particular, France is involved by an interesting urban regeneration process, which is improving 
the quality of life in terms of economic, social and environmental sustainability.

The SCOT general territorial plan is the departmental document that coordinates the 
different territories and programs ensuring coherence between the various plans at various 
levels. The main French urban tool is the PNRU - programme for urban renewal established 
in 2003-, which is the territorial higher-level planning tool that operates in about 500 districts 
to standardize the National territory. It is focused on housing, public buildings and urban 
development to balance social differences especially in the most disadvantaged areas. 
These kinds of areas include the sensible urban areas called ZUS, which are characterized by 
low urban quality, few urban spaces, isolation, lack of facilities and a high concentration of 
families with economic and social difficulties as a result of disproportion between residents 
and occupation (Bonnet-Galzy, 2014).  

Starting from these premises, the paper will illustrate, in the framework of the IRISS CNR 
research project “Contemporary urban landscape design: place identity, happiness, 
liveability, health and sustainability” (with the author’ s responsibility), the process of urban 
renewal which is interesting Nice since the beginning of 2000, beginning from the emblematic 
sensible urban areas ZUS. Nice is a well known place by both local and international tourism. 
The aim of the Municipality is to extend its attractivity to all the city and become a site of 
innovation and sustainability, creating new architectures, providing a wide programme 
of renewal and introducing suitable policies. The main objective includes mixed uses to 
increase employment, housings and social life. Furthermore, new architectures designed 
by international “archistars” are realized to create contemporary landmarks for the whole 
region.

The ZUS were created in France in 1996 with Décret n°96-1156 and are supported by the 
PRU renewal programme with the financial help of the ANRU Agency for urban renewal, 
that manages public-private funds and is aimed at integrating people through employment. 
By 2004, French ZUS are 751, with 4,4 millions oh inhabitants - 7,5% of population – and are 
subdivided in ZRU, presenting high inoccupation, few degrees and few potential tax, and 
ZFU, that have the same characteristics of ZRU, but with more citizens (8500) which need 
more strong actions as tax incentive for companies settled in the territory. In particular, 
within the Alpes Maritimes territory, 5 ZUS are located, three of these in the city of Nice, one is 
divided between Nice and Saint-André, and the last is located in Vallauris. In Nice, the urban 
regeneration of the ZUS is aimed at improving the quality of life and reducing the social 
differences through actions of new building, redevelopment, demolition and reconstruction. 
The demolition is carried out when the redevelopment, which must be characterized by 
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principles of sustainability, is economically disadvantageous. In these contexts, urban 
projects mostly concern the redevelopment of public spaces and renovation of housing 
which fulfilled the objectives of the PLH Programme for local housing to increase social 
development and improve the quality of life. Vieux Nice area (the old town) is the historical 
and touristic heart of the city. The area, densely populated - 17,500 inhabitants in an area of 
70 hectares - is considered a ZUS as a result of overcrowding which improves the real estate 
value, but decreases quality, comparable to social housing. The project idea of the PSMV 
Plan of Enhancement and Safeguard of old and degraded neighbourhoods is also in this 
case to improve residences replacing them with environmentally sustainable buildings. 

The general new strategy is to decrease vacant areas performing differentiated activities 
in different moment of a day. The challenge is both renovating the urban environment and 
improving social inclusion, by respecting the urban form, and preserving place identity: all in 
a sustainable perspective (Pendlebury and Porfyriou, 2017; Sepe, 2013b). 

Methodology

The case study reported in the paper is part of a broader research project entitled 
“Contemporary urban landscape design: place identity, happiness, livability, health and 
sustainability”, coordinated by the author, in development by the IRISS of the National 
Research Council.

The objective of the study is threefold: the research of new methodologies aimed at 
identifying and designing the identity resources in emblematic areas of urban transformation; 
the identification of best practices of urban regeneration, and the creation of guide lines for 
sustainable urban regenerations. In particular, the study presented in this paper is related to 
the identification of the best practices of urban regeneration in Europe. 

Each of the cases has been treated as a separate case (Van Winden et al., 2012). After 
reviewing the scientific literature, this has been associated with quantitative and qualitative 
secondary data collected from: database concerning population, labor, economy, creative 
industries, tourism; the official websites of the respective regeneration programs, from local 
magazine articles and press releases.

The primary qualitative data were collected through interviews with users of the site 
in order to understand their satisfaction concerning the regeneration and/or the area in 
general.

The cases were chosen with the purpose of obtaining a broad framework of new 
generation projects and identifying generalizable issues common to all cases (Van Winden 
et al., 2012). It was decided that the case studies concerning the whole research should focus 
on medium-sized cities in Europe where the  regeneration process is focused on redefining 
the identity not only of that particular place but of the city as a whole. 

Environmental policies characterise many of the current regeneration projects in Europe 
and are practically a trait d’union. In some cases, attention to the environment and landscape 
becomes the prime feature, as the Nice one and, more in general the French case studies, 
where policies have long focused on the landscape also in social and economic terms. In 
this perspective the cases of Nice is emblematic for its combination of history, urban and 
landscape projects to ensure a greater sustainability for the area in question and the city 
and the preservation of its place identity.

In all the case studies materials have been gathered in order to verify: attention to history, 
urban projects, socio-economic regeneration and participation. The urban project is an 
important element in the process because it represents the objective physical transformation 
involved. The methodology used identifies the various phases, features, scheduled 
implementation times, objectives and measures adopted. The surface area of the operation 
and the designated uses in percentage terms - residential, public spaces, buildings for 
culture, vegetation - constitute an important factor in assessing the urban sustainability. It is 
useful to collect plans on the territorial scale, which lie behind the projects, guidelines and 
strategic orientations. The investigation also seeks to identify the issues encountered and the 
state of advancement. Furthermore analysing three aspects of the area surrounding the 
city extend the information on the urban projects: geography; historical evolution; projected 
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image and new identity (Sepe, 2009).

The case study

Nice Côte d’Azur metropolis, trough many new urban projects devoted to improve 
liveability and sustainability, is investing strong energies in order to become the Green city 
of the Mediterranean. The idea is to transform not only the city centre but also suburbs. The 
purposes of both innovation and urban renovation is to “Diversify and improve the supply 
of housing, open the neighbourhood and redevelop public spaces, reinvest the existing 
urban fabric to fight against urban sprawl, promote social and economic integration of the 
inhabitants of neighbourhoods”. As emblematic of these challenges, in the following the 
illustration of the regeneration project will be focused on the ZUS (Zone Urbaine Sensible) and 
Éco-exemplarité projects and the results of the questionnaire administered to users of places.

Social participation, place identity and quality of life

The Sensible Urban Areas - ZUS - are present and supported by the PRU project of urban 
renewal, with the financial help of the ANRU National Agency for Urban Renewal. In the 
Alpes Maritimes territory there are 5 ZUS, three of these are located in the city of Nice, one 
is divided between Nice and Saint-André, and the last is located in Vallauris. In Nice, the 
neighbourhoods of interest for the case study are Ariane (borders are situated in various 
municipalities) and  Pasteur, that are in the east zone.

The neighbourhood of Pasteur is a ZUS area situated in North-East of the city, near West 
side of Paillon river. It was the first included in PNRU National Programme of urban renewal 
by ANRU in 2005. It has 5400 inhabitants and urban regeneration tends to improve the 
quality of life and reduce the social differences through actions of building (79 housings), 
redevelopment (50 units), demolition (250 apartments) and reconstruction (151 homes). The 
demolition is necessary when the redevelopment, which must have sustainable features, 
is economically disadvantageous. Another aspect identified to exalt the quality of life of 
citizens is the redevelopment of the Paillon riverfront with bike paths and pedestrian areas, 
and the Maccario square that includes relaxing and play areas. 

In the North-East zone of Nice, in the Plaine du Paillon, the Ariane neighbourhood is located. 
It has 12.000 inhabitants of which 34% are young people to encourage to not go away from 
the area. Since 2007, in agreement with the ANRU, the Ariane PRU was divided in two phases. 
The first- from 2007 to 2012- aims to increase the value of the neighbourhood (which is a ZFU 
with 862 companies located in 2003), incorporated in a broader urban regeneration of East 
zone. Redevelopment mainly included îlot Saint Pierre and its annexed streets. The second 
phase of PRU began in 2012, when the sides of the Paillon River were adapted to the project, 
the residents were rehoused and works of the first phase were finished (MNCA, CGAM, 2011). 
Here urban projects mainly regarded the redevelopment of public spaces and renovation 
of housing which fulfilled the objectives of the PLH plan for local residences, to both increase 
social development and improve the quality of life. In 2003, some lands were expropriated 
to build Social Housing to sale or rent to people with small incomes.  Among public services, 
library, post office, Palace of Justice, shops, public spaces, sports centre and stationing of 
transport were designed (ANRU, 2007; VdN, NCA, 2008; www.nice.fr; www.nicecotedazur.
org;).

Another important area is Vieux Nice (old town), the historical and touristic heart of the city. 
It is delimitated by the sea at South, and the covered Paillon at West. Here an independent 
plan by PLU’s Nice is active, the PSMV plane of safeguard, approved in 1993 and modified 
in 1997. It is a neighbourhood with a lot of shops, restaurants and cafes, administrative 
buildings. The area, densely populated - 17,500 inhabitants in an area of 70 hectares- has 
considered a ZUS as result of overcrowding which raises the real estate value, but decreases 
quality, comparable to social housing. The concept is to improve renewable residences and 
demolish ramshackle, replacing them with environmentally sustainable buildings, to increase 
the commercial economy, improve places and public services, all preserving place identity. 
The terms of project are expected in 5-7 years from 2012.
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History, sustainability and innovation

Green technology is only one of the techniques to have environmentally sustainable 
projects. Indeed, it is also necessary to pay attention both to existing landscape – which is 
part of the place identity - and waste management, energy and water consumptions. 

This process, called Éco-exemplarité, established 13 Ecocities in France. The main purposes 
of Écocitès are an energetic certification to build, management, and installation of shippers 
for electric cars to encourage and improve the use of them and increase the number of 
public spaces for: a better sociability; creating an urban laboratory to find solutions against 
heat of the Mediterranean zones. One of which is in NCA Metropolis, formed by 3000 hectares, 
located in the southern territory of Plaine du Var, between Baronne-Lingostière (North) and 
the airport and Saint-Laurent du Var (South). In the Écocitè area, led by the EPA, there are 
12 projects, including Grand Arénas, Nice Méridia and La Baronne-Lingostière. Four purposes 
of 12 Écocitè projects in Nice Côte Azur regard a responsible urbanisation - with, among 
others, intelligent urban management –, a suitable transport system -with an increasing of 
tramway and development of electric cars system-, a future energetic autonomy -using 
thermodynamic and geothermal sea centrals- and the objective to will be the intelligent 
city of the future (Mateo et al, 2012). 

La Baronne-Lingostière hub is situated in La Gaude and Saint Laurent du Var, near Var 
River, municipalities, and the future Cote d’Azur market of national interest (MIN - Marché 
d’Intéret National). The project expects an extension of 60.000mq in 25 hectares, with 
possibility to extend in order to begin the most important agrifood and horticulture hub. The 
idea is to increase quality’s local agriculture and improve logistics. La Baronne design has 
continuity with natural and urban Lingostière neighbourhood’s landscape which is located 
on the other side of river. Part of the project reuses existing buildings to integrate them into 
new projects. The works are scheduled for 7 years (2012, the year of consultation, 2018, the 
delivery of food platform) (MNCA, EPA, 2013).

Saint Isidore is a neighbourhood in Éco-Vallée, near Allianz Riviera Stadium, extended on 
8 hectares, primarily designed for environmental purposes. Every project considers housing, 
services and shops with sustainable technologies such as natural light, recyclable and low-
impact materials, geothermal energy, roof garden, etc. Also private partners must respect 
protocols of the plan. An example is IKEA, which will open the mall abandoning the classic 
format to use glass, wood and underground parking to impact as little as possible on the 
environment and landscape. This urban regeneration makes the place so recognizable that 
the investment will be guaranteed by commercial tourism, also from Italy (www.nice.fr).

In addition to these neighbourhoods, there are a lot of projects regarding architectural 
regeneration. The Grand Arénas neighbourhood is divided in blocks, designed by Dominique 
Perrault, and composed by 18.000 m2, which 8.000 mq offices and shops and 10.000 mq by 
hotel. It received BREEAM Excellence energy certification for the environmentally sustainable 
techniques of design and management which reduced consumptions about 30-45%, 
using solar panels, control systems of lighting and temperature and heat pumps that use 
groundwater. The works are scheduled in years 2014-2018 (VdN, NCA, 2008).

In the same neighbourhood, the Allianz Riviera Stadium was designed by Wilmotte 
et Associés architects et Vinci Concessions. The aim of this project was to show that it is 
possible organize low-environmental impact events and distractions. The metal and wood 
structure decreases of 3.000 tons carbon dioxide emissions; geothermal energy, natural air 
conditioning and water recovery are present and he excess of energy can be reused in the 
Saint Isidore neighbourhood. 

Among the projects which are important for the redevelopment, there are three in the city 
centre of Nice: Massena Square, Promenade du Paillon, and the South railway station. The 
program for the renewal of old areas - PNRQAD national programme of old neigh borough 
- that organized this urban renovation operative since 2012, expects an improvement of 
housing  during 5 years, more public spaces, revision of traffic, and pedestrianization of some 
areas. 

Urban renovation of the Promenade du Paillon redeveloped the area connecting old 
and new town of Nice, reaching to the des Anglais waterfront. The contractor of project 
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is Nice Côte d’Azur metropolis, that have among the partner Péna & Peña as landscape 
architects, as a result of relevance on entire metropolitan territory. In the past there was an 
usual street covering Paillon river that was substituted by the green space, opened in 2013 
(www.nice.fr; www.touringclub.it). 

This is now an urban park that is extended for 12 hectares through various neighbourhoods, 
using different woods to get blooms all year, thanks to the Mediterranean climate that permit 
the planting of different species, 50, with about 60,000 of plants, trees and shrubs.  It is a place 
designed as buttonhole of urban regeneration of Nice because it solves three sustainable 
principles: social (strongly used by all citizens), economic (with a strong improvement of 
tourism) and environmental (broad presence of vegetation). The park has a strong impact on 
the territory as a result of different spaces and activities to carry out art and music exhibitions 
in addiction to 3000 mq of water mirrors with water jets, sounds, lights and sprinklers to create 
a high visual and emotional impact, and  wooden toys for children that are present. These 
are the main purposes that make it a place of wellbeing and with one of highest quality of 
public spaces. 

The South station renovation in the Liberation neighbourhood, at city centre of Nice, 
expects the Ecolabel environmentally sustainable certification. ING Real Estate Development 
(Reichen e Robert & associate architects) images an high quality of public spaces achieved 
by the ancient station redevelopment (1892) and new architectures. The project aims to 
preserve and enhance the historical sense of the area with some devices such as a library 
included in the old building (opened in 2013). Redefinition gives versatility to spaces permitting 
to use them  for a lot of activities in every hour of the day to renovate all neighbourhood.   
Bioclimatic design is provided by use of solar panels, roof gardens, and a minimal impact of 
yards. This include: 10,500 mq of public spaces, 167 student residences equipped with public 
spaces, and 98 housings,  of which 44 socials and some experimental devices designed for 
disabled needs (www.nicecotedazur.org ).

The perception of people

Perception of people was collected with interviews administered to users of the sites in 
order to understand their satisfaction concerning the process of regeneration in development. 
Two emblematic areas were chosen to collect the data: The old town (Vieux Nice) and 
the Promenade du Paillon urban park. Questions concerned: 1) What elements strike you 
most (persons, things, etc…)? 2) Is there one or more elements which produce a particular 
sensation? 3) Is for you preserved the place identity? 4) Is there something which bother you? 
5) If you could change, improve, or enhance anything, what would you do? 6) Is this area 
comparable to another area of Nice or elsewhere? If so, why? 7) What is the symbol of this 
city? What is the symbol of the area?

Most of the respondents were tourists from America and Europe (Italy, Britain, Spain, 
Sweden, Holland) and locals; English was the language used above all for foreigners, and 
Italian for the Italians. About 80 people were interviewed in both areas, with an age range 
from 20 to 60 and all the people approached took a genuine interest. 

To the first question, in the old town the majority of people answered the old buildings, 
the Cours Saleya market, the cafè, traditional food. In the Paillon garden, answers mainly 
regard, both for locals and tourists, the landscape with trees, plants, etc., the water jets, the 
space for different activities or for the break. To the second question, in the old town the 
majority of people answered the nice atmosphere and the livability of the place in general. 
In the Paillon garden, people answered the smell of nature, the water mirrors, the sensation 
of serenity. Answers for the third question, although the Promenade du Paillon is a new Park 
while the old town is historical, was mainly positive for both places. 

The fourth question asked whether there was anything that constituted a nuisance, and 
more than half of the respondents answered in the negative in both places. Few people in 
the old town answered the crowds and the difficulty to find a place to sit in some hours, In 
the Promenade du Paillon, very few people answered the difficulty to walk close to the new 
fountains, without getting wet.

The fifth question asked what people would change if they had the chance. In the 
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Promenade du Paillon, the majority of the respondents answered nothing, while in the old 
town half of people indicated the presence of more benches and street furniture in general. 
To the sixth questions, for the Promenade du Paillon, people answered other new urban 
gardens in France, while for the old town, people answered many historical centres of the 
South France.

For the last question, respondents of both areas answered many different places, including 
Place Massena, the Promenade des Anglais, the Cours Saleya market.

Observation and conclusion

The renovation process, which has been presented in the paper, concerns the Nice 
Côte d’Azur metropolis, placed in the Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur (PACA) French region. 
Although the process is still in course, the projects which are planned and those which have 
been completed give the possibility to identify it as a best practice with respect to liveability, 
social inclusion, sustainability and place identity topics.

The general idea is to transform not only the city centre but also suburbs. Particular interest 
is posed on disadvantaged areas, defined ZUS (Zone Urbaine Sensible), where the aim is to 
improve the quality of life and reduce the social differences through actions of building, 
redevelopment, demolition and reconstruction. Another aspect identified to exalt the quality 
of life of citizens, is the redevelopment of the Paillon riverfront with bike paths and pedestrian 
areas, and the Maccario square that includes relaxing and play areas. 

An interesting aspect of the operation of regeneration is the technology used for waste 
management, energy and water consumptions, called Éco-exemplarité, with the purposes: 
to obtain an energetic certification to build, management and installation of shippers for 
electric cars to encourage and improve the use of them; to increase the number of public 
spaces for a better socialization and to use them as an urban laboratory to find solutions 
against the heat of the Mediterranean zones.

Among projects not regarding entire districts, but important for the regeneration process, 
Gare du Sud is one of the most interesting. The South station renovation in the Liberation 
neighbourhood, in Nice city centre, expects the Ecolabel environmentally sustainable 
certification. The project aims to preserve and enhance the historical sense and place 
identity of the area with some devices such as a library included in the old building (opened 
in 2013). 

Nice, and the Cote d’azur in general, is well known by both local and international 
tourism. Its beaches, the Promenade, open-air markets, gardens, historical centre are only 
some of the main attractions of the city. Since twenty years the municipality is beginning a 
new challenge, to innovate in sustainable way the image of the city, preserving the place 
identity as well. Locals and visitors, as the questionnaire has confirmed, are well prepared to 
the new trend to put people as protagonists of urban contest; the improvements obtained 
by changes highlight the positive trends by both urban and social point of view (also the 
economy takes advantages, as consequence). The switch to more sustainable new lifestyles 
(sustainable in threefold sense: economical, social, environmental), including housing and 
public life, is the result, and at the same time is the engine, of urban regeneration based 
on the satisfaction of human needs, with particular attention to the psychological and 
sociological ones.

The balanced mix of historical memory, technological innovation and new architectures 
are attracting visitors also in areas less known of Nice. Important factors of success are 
provided by creating the identity of the neighbourhoods starting from the place and its 
history, constructing the most suitable urban policies and strategies. Some of the new parks, 
such as the Promenade du Paillon, are now consolidated places of socializations for both 
locals and visitors, where history, place identity, innovation and sustainability are all present. 
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