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HIX R,

The pleasure of city living comes from the quality of the
objects that make up the urban environment and the
relationship between them: ultimately, this is what urban
planning hopes to achieve. It is about creating relations
between spaces and objects, not by putting one next
to another, but by making them interact with each
other. It is about safeguarding against vulgarity and
neglect, and finding beauty and delicacy —sensations
that can be felt without always having to be explained.

A common language

This challenge is at the heart of any work involving
public space, both in terms of the quality of life it brings
and the wider ambition of being a tool for the urban
policy of a local authority. For this to be achieved,
however, it should be seen as part of a wider, long-
term development that affects all neighbourhoods.
This lesson, drawn from Barcelona's urban planning,
was employed in France's Saint-Nazaire, where social
and cultural dimensions at street level were part of a
coherent whole only possible in urban projects.

It is what is says: public space, for all to enjoy. For a
real “community project”, different groups must work
together: politicians, residents, managers... They should
create a common language, which helps to create a
common state of mind. This language should combine
strong lines, expressed in the solidity of materials, sidewalks
and construction details, and the fluidity that brings a
feeling of amenity. At the same time, it should try to avoid
overly defining the spaces, whilst respecting standards
that have already been laid down. Such norms define
how to live together, allowing people to get along.

The creation of a living space

The issue of public space encompasses everything at
ground level, which is where public and private worlds
meet. Both meet an essential challenge - the creation of
a living space, of relationships, and being in contact with
others. Think of the city from the perspective of the passer-
by: it is about moving from one space to another, the
pathways and porousness formed between the masses,
the transparency of a lobby or an enclosure that enriches
the relationship between buildings and the street.
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The approach
Several principles inform the Atelier Ruelle approach.

- Imagine places that are effortlessly perceived. That
they are easily understandable contributes to their
comfort. And it is essential fo get your bearings easily to
feel safe in the city.

- Keep it simple. This Spartan exercise allows us to
make the most out of the space at the lowest cost. It
is about ensuring a fluidity, avoiding overly specialized
designations. And also guaranteeing sustainability:
allowing easy interventions that don't disrupt or distort
what exists.

- Anticipate upkeep, and discuss this with management
and city services. The sustainable quality of spaces
depends on their maintenance.

- Combine the old and the new. Think of development
as a set of multiple layers deposited over time. What is
built today will be built upon in the future.

- Pay close attention to the implementation in order
to make the best use of materials such as pavements,
lighting, planting, and the perception of the sky.

A dance

The spirit of the urban project requires a long term
approach, requiring temporal strategies and pragmatic
conditions for completion.

Such an approach requires a commitment that is
incommensurate with the classic mission of the planner.
Missions must allow planners to take their time, to study
the evolving scenarios according to uncertainties, to
negotiate with multiple actors. Negotiation is a crucial
tool in the process — with residents, local authority
services, developers and their architects, institutions
and landowners... Being an urban contractor requires
being able to take pleasure in these discussions, to
be able to take it in one's stride even when there are
conflicts.

In this way, the planning process becomes a dance
between people who each think of the city in a
different way. The planner has a paradoxical role in
this: representing the community while at the same
time expressing something of himself, saying at the
same time "l exist" and "l want you to exist."
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To intervene on a site is as much a human question
as one of duration. The Ruelle team like their work to
continue for years, allowing them to get to know a
city, its elected officials and its services. Conceived
as a process, the project develops by progressive
enrichment through exchanges with its actors. It
establishes a common culture.

The long view that must be taken when working in any
city environment requires a lasting consistency from
decision makers, a concern for permanence tfowards
which Atelier Ruelle develops strategies. It is about
choosing where to intervene quickly to gain credibility
(essential vis-a-vis local communities in underprivileged
neighbourhoods as well as investors) and fo inspire a
desire to carry on, to take a roundabout approach
or to infiltrate, to start from the periphery and work
in from the edges. To keep the project going despite
uncertainties and obstacles, whilst ensuring that the
conditions for completion are both strong and flexible,
without being attached fo a unique or radical solution.
Never to risk stalemate, but never to give up.

Atelier Ruelle's approach is based on an exacting
diagnosis: the plurality of what exists, both physical as well
as social, and the goals and intentions of projects. Faced
with the risk of abandonment, proposals should avoid
binary situations (for/against) and head-on approaches
(which risk exhausting partners and funding).
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building a common culture
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Since 1988, the experience of Saint-Nazaire has
been exceptional. A team of planners has served
a city, its mayor and its technical services over a
long period and across a variety of projects. This
companionship has gradually forged a common
culture. According to Atelier Ruelle, it is essential
to design facilities with those who will make them
happen and maintain them, just as it is essential
that the services share a project culture.

The original pioneers in this adventure invented the
Saint-Nazaire style. In doing so, they also invented
some rules that have subsequently become
a model in tferms of urban design: in the late
1980s, the early developments of public spaces
were being tested in France, greatly inspired by
Barcelona.
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The pleasure of city life

Saint-Nazaire is putting its money on emphasising
the urban in order to revive a city suffering a major
economic crisis. Work on public space plays a leading
role in redressing the image of Saint-Nazaire. This does
not mean city branding, but instead reconnecting
the inhabitants with the pleasure of city life, restoring
pride in being from Saint-Nazaire.

This pleasure of city life approach began with the
centre, a priority issue because it had lost its vitality.
The “Paguebot" shopping centre by architect Claude
Vasconi gave it a density and a new commercial offer.
Work on public spaces was part of this programme,
transforming a trunk road into an avenue and starting
fo create an attractive urban route.

This intervention at the crossroads (1987-1988) was
followed by the first expansion of the heart of the city
to the station and to the port (1991-1993). With the
City-Port project (1995-2002), Catalan urban planner
Manuel de Sola-Morales moved the city's focus back
towards its submarine base and the sea beyond. The
second phase of City-Port (2003 -2010) has confirmed
this city frend of reconnecting with its history via the
port.

A city without an urban reputation, Saint-Nazaire
suddenly attracted interest during the City-Port
project, and is continuing its transformation.



