

[image: Couverture : PATRICK ROPERT, City Booster The Station at the Dawn of a Revolution, Hugo Roman]






 [image: Page de titre : PATRICK ROPERT, City Booster The Station at the Dawn of a Revolution, Hugo Roman]








  www.citybooster.com


  ISBN: 978-2-375090-34-3


  You can ﬁnd us on the Editions Débats Publics website: www.debatspublics.com


  All rights to this book reserved to Restaurants du cœur.


  Ce document numérique a été réalisé par Nord Compo.





Already in print as part of the Sens collection from Editions Débats Publics

*

Arnaud de Lacoste, Le Seigneur des robots, 2017.

 

Pierre Gattaz and Marie Georges, 60 Idées pour Emmanuel Macron, 2017.

 

Alain Picard, Tracer les voies du futur, 2017.

 

Anne-Marie Couderc, Le Meilleur des deux mondes, 2017.

 

Jean-Marc Borello, Pour un capitalisme d’intérêt général, 2017.

 

Thierry Jadot, La Fin des rentiers, 2016.

 

Hervé Amar, Dés-équilibres, 2016.

 

Bertrand Badré, Money honnie, 2016.

 

Michel Sapin and Wolfgang Schäuble, Jamais sans l’Europe! 2016.

 

Nicolas Rousselet, Humaniser l’économie de partage, 2016.

 

Pierre Gattaz, La France de tous les possibles, 2016.

 

André-Jacques Auberton-Hervé, De l’audace!, 2016.

 

Dominique Mockly, L’Entreprise cerveau, 2015.

 

Frédéric Vincent, Rousseau PDG?, 2015.

 

David Gordon-Krief and Hubert Flichy, Et si le droit n’existait pas?, 2015.

 

Filippo Monteleone, Patients, réveillez-vous!, 2015.

 

Olivier Sibony, Réapprendre à décider, 2014.

 

Bruno Mettling, Entreprises: retrouver le temps pertinent, 2014.

 

Michel Mathieu, Nouvelles banques, 2014.

 

Tarek S. Hosni, Le Changement positif, 2014.

 

Thierry Jadot, L’Été numérique, 2014.

 

Jean-Pierre Wiedmer, Tant qu’il y aura des seniors, 2013.

 

Marcel Kahn, Le Mutualisme, l’assurance d’une société plus humaine?, 2013.

 

Anne-Sophie Souhaité, Les Engagés de la République, 2012.

 

Jean-Louis Chaussade, Le XXIe siècle, le siècle de l’eau?, 2012.

 

François Davy, Une société heureuse au travail, 2011.

 

Raymond Redding, L’Écrit fait de la résistance, 2011.

 

Louis Champion and Daniel Vervloet, Tous allergiques?, 2011.

 

Jean-Loup Durousset, Le Privé peut-il guérir l’hôpital?, 2010.

 

Jérôme Ballarin, Travailler mieux pour vivre plus, 2010.

 

Jean-Pierre Wiedmer, Enﬁn senior!, 2010.

 

Matthias Leridon, L’Afrique va bien, 2010.

 

Robert Cantarella and Frédéric Fisbach, L’Anti-Musée, 2009.

 

Véronique Langlois and Xavier Charpentier, Les Nerfs solides. Paroles à vif de la France moyenne, 2009.

 

Martin Vial, La Care Revolution. L’Homme au cœur de la révolution mondiale des services, 2008; trad. The Care Revolution: Man at Centre of the Global Service Revolution, 2008.

 

Marie-Laure Sauty de Chalon, Médias, votre public n’est pas dans la salle, 2007.

 

Philippe Lemoine, La Nouvelle Origine, 2007.

 

Philippe Lentschener, L’Odyssée du prix. Vie chère, low-cost, gratuité, une phénoménologie du prix, 2007.


PREFACE





With the advent of the Industrial Revolution and the arrival of the railways, stations became the face of the modern town. In Paris, as in all French towns, this went hand in hand with the rapid development of this method of transport, which opened up our country and played a part in helping to shape its identity by encouraging French citizens to travel.

 

In the era of “smart” cities, of the demand for sustainable development and for an inclusive society, stations have to adapt, evolve and meet both the challenges of the future and users’ expectations. As a meeting place, a transit point, but also a living space and a transport hub, they have a more strategic and symbolic role to play in the life of the 21st century town than ever before.

 

This is all the more true since stations have a key economic role to play. As they have the kind of pull and orbit of inﬂuence that helps to generate business, they have the capacity to revitalise the surrounding area and to contribute more widely to the town’s appeal.

 

In order to do this, stations have to tackle many challenges, ﬁrst and foremost improving the appeal of rail travel. This can be done by placing the emphasis on intermodal transport and soft transport, and by embracing new types of mobility, particularly shared mobility. Then there is also the need to meet the demands of a bustling and diverse city by offering users a wide range of services and facilities, while at the same time working to serve the goal of a secure, safe and calm environment.

 

This is what we are implementing proactively in Paris. Following the iconic renovation of Saint-Lazare station, the project to redesign Gare du Nord will make it possible not just to improve security but also to create the best possible conditions for comfort, for receiving visitors and for meeting user needs. In addition to being an international hub, it is also the ﬁrst sight of Paris that greets visitors on their arrival.

 

Stations must also meet the challenge of the digital age by employing new technologies to improve management of passenger ﬂow, as well as social innovation.

 

Above all, at a time when an isolationist mindset and hatred of others are threatening our social fabric, stations have a role to play in helping to foster community spirit and coexistence. By promoting inclusiveness and a kind of unselﬁsh sharing, they can get people from all backgrounds and walks of life to mingle and meet, and whether it be a matter of showcasing artists or attracting new audiences to their work, the presence of culture in the stations can make a considerable contribution to this process.

 

Stations can therefore be a real force for positive change, both in our towns and in our lives. That is what this book reveals and illustrates extremely well, playing a part, in its own way, in opening up new opportunities in the heart of Paris. It is up to us, along with the private and public players concerned, to work to ensure that our stations are part of the construction of an ever freer, more generous-spirited and creative world, while remaining the kind of special spaces that Jules Vallès described as “a happy hustle and bustle in which the spirit of the City quivers”.



Anne Hidalgo Mayor of Paris




FOREWARD





The world is undergoing great change. So is our own country. A new stimulus is confronting our society, challenging our companies, inspiring a longing in the vast majority of people. During this period of profound change, the country’s mobility system is vital to our economy: our future wealth depends on an exchange of goods and ideas.

 

Our purpose at the SNCF (French National Railways) is to make our own contribution as a network and mobility solutions operator, in our capacity as a state-owned company. This we do across our four business areas, throughout our geographic region. On an international scale, we are a renowned logistics specialist – the leader in France – and we support our industrial clients in 140 countries. In Europe, we are cutting down travel times and providing a high-speed rail service that shrinks the distance between many big cities. On a regional level, our role is to serve all areas and to support the daily mobility of millions of people. Finally, within the towns, we are responsible for running and developing the stations— the physical communications hubs.

 

At a time when debate is starting to focus on mobility in the future, and therefore also on the stations of the future, it is useful to take the time to ask ourselves what direction these changes might take. What is our stations’ story? What contribution do they have to make to the wealth of the country? What about their contribution to social ties? How do we work today to design the stations of tomorrow, in France, but also around the world? These are the kinds of questions tackled by Patrick Ropert in this book.

 

Comfort, security, a welcoming environment and the integration of stations within the urban area all play a crucial role. Modern citizens, for whom mobility is a growing need today – if not in fact a right – demand the smoothest journey possible, capable of meeting increasingly varied individual needs. In their view, stations should no longer merely fulﬁl traditional requirements as transit points. The station is a place for everyone – a living space, a town space. This is its calling as an urban public space, the fundamental purpose of its opening up onto the town, to serve the interests of everyone.



Guillaume Pepy Chairman of the Board of the SNCF

CEO of SNCF Mobilités





To the 10 million people who pass through a French station every day.

 

And to the 10,000 people working for the SNCF Group, who keep the stations running day to day.




 





INTRODUCTION





The station has been shaping urban life for 180 years now. The railway network, in its own way, played as vital a role in the Industrial Revolution as the Internet does in the digital revolution today. The station bore within itself the seeds of the new economy of the 19th century and the modern city. Indeed, at a retrospective exhibition at the Pompidou Centre in 1978, the Paris cultural centre highlighted the station’s role as “a Tower of Babel of the modern age”.

 

At the turn of the Second World War, and for about the next 50 years, modernity changed sides and came down in favour of cars and planes. The station, like the train, was reduced to mundane practical use.

 

It was not until the 1990s that events took a new turn again, on the initiative of Guillaume Pepy. At that time, Pepy, who is the current SNCF CEO, launched an ambitious plan of investment to transform the stations: they were no longer to be a mere link to the train, but were to create a link to the town.

 

Today, 10 million people pass through a French station every day. Stations have become the leading transit point in the country! They are one of those familiar things that shape our everyday lives and that we no longer even see. Don’t they belong to all French people? We all know our own station and think that we know all about stations, but who takes the time to think about their history, their usefulness and the future that lies ahead of them?

 

Members of parliament and local officials tackled this question, focusing on the organisation and governance of this public asset. They even deliberated about the two main challenges: Why is the station going to undergo radical change, and how can in-depth change to transport solutions be supported?

 

Quite some time ago now, railway stations turned into a hub for all transport solutions, to support mobility as it evolved. They accommodate bicycles and cars, run side-byside with tramways, buses and the metro. Electric vehicles can even be recharged there. In the future, they will ﬁnd a way to adapt to the growing popularity of walking and running.

 

In addition to these changes, the crucial challenge is to deﬁne their role in towns that are being jostled by their suburbs and shaken up by the emergence of a new digital society. How will stations ﬁnd a new place in this kind of town? How will they become its heartbeat? By serving the towns, big and small, in a booster capacity. This is what the analysis and the measure of their contribution in economic, environmental and cultural terms – as well as their place in urban development – have highlighted.

 

Intelligence, knowledge and wealth are the product of cooperation. That is why in towns, wealth is growing at the pace of trade and, in a domino effect, in tandem with the appeal of trading places and meeting places. So, the new role of the station has been found: to help transform our environment and our social relations. In short, to become “city boosters”.







PART I

THE STATION: SET TO UNDERGO RADICAL CHANGE










CHAPTER I

Stations as the symbol of the modern city





By supporting the Industrial Revolution, the railways and the station created the modern town. In the 19th century the train followed in the footsteps of the Industrial Revolution, was part of the growth of the big economic centres and changed people’s relationship with the land.

The station, as a gateway into the town, made a major contribution to its development, by transforming town planning and devising new uses for itself.

Then with the rapid growth in individual means of transport, the train gradually lost its appeal.

From this point on, the station ceased to represent society’s desire for progress and became humdrum and unexciting.

It fell into disuse. The revival of the train – now synonymous with speed – and urban growth have sparked renewed interest in rail travel over the past 30 years.

This phenomenon, combined with environmental concerns, has helped to create fresh interest in the station once more.

Today, the station ties in with society’s aspirations for more sustainable progress.





*
*     *

By the mid-19th century, Europe was equipped with an extensive road network. France under the Monarchy had begun to rebuild the rough roads inherited from Roman times. The Empire and the Restoration period did not fail to continue this work and yet the country’s transport network remained less than perfect. It took the advent of the steam locomotive for mobility to improve and make its mark on the country’s collective consciousness in less than a century. Over the course of around 80 years, a railway network covering 62,000 km was built in France alone and carried more than 200 million passengers per year from one end of the country to the other.

 

Between the late 19th century and 1930, the Golden Age of railways, each local district and even each village demanded to be served. The station became a vital feature of the landscape, as dear to the local community as the town hall, the post office or the church. Art critic and historian Marcel Zahar wrote: “Quite simply, it [the station] has received the seal of approval of a postcard.”1 A point of arrival and departure, “a free zone midway between the town that you’re leaving and the road that leads to another city”, whatever its size or its importance within the railway network, it played a leading role in the lives of citizens during this period, in which the Industrial Revolution took off and France emerged into the modern age.

 

With the development of the railway lines, stations shaped the urban area and the land. When it was not sited within the city itself, the station generated speciﬁc development and new districts around it. It bore within it the seeds of the new industrial economy, which it sowed in the towns and villages. The stations then ushered in the birth of a France of leisure and tourism.

 

“The universe, which is one of the most limited things in existence, is, all things considered, comparable in structure to Perpignan station,2” wrote Salvador Dali. Calling Perpignan station the centre of the world is not just a witticism produced by the mind of a surrealist artist. It is recognition that the station or rather the stations are the nerve centres of an increasingly ﬂuid space that enshrines mobility, in contrast to the attachment to the land that was long the mark of ancient times – an attachment seen as alien in a world in which technical progress has acquired the highest value.

 

Between 1840 and 1930, this temple to mobility embodied progress in all its aspects. It was a focus for the aspirations of a developing society.

 

The post-war period, on the other hand, marked a stage of decline. The age of personal transport, which reached a peak during the 1945-1975 period, coincided with a partial disconnect between the railways and social development.

 

Following this period of disenchantment brought about by competition from cars and planes, the station is now once more becoming a central feature of mobility and urban development, thanks to new technical progress in the sphere of rail travel, changes in the habits of city-dwellers and environmental issues.

 

From major rail terminuses to the small stations that dot the country, railway stations form a network linking together a diverse geographic area. Like factories, they are the nerve endings of the Industrial Revolution. They reﬂect the rapid growth of modern society and the development of capitalism, even in their architecture. During the reign of Napoleon III, each region, each department, each district sought to have its railway line and its station. Each regional or departmental capital wanted to be linked to the railway network. As ﬁnancial viability was not always guaranteed, the state intervened and compelled private companies, such as the operators of the Paris-Orléans and Paris-LyonMarseille lines, to run the lines that the local communities wanted to build. The ambitions of rail travel became limitless, just like the religion of progress which was also making its mark on the minds of those of the elite who were inﬂuenced by positivism and the Saint Simonians3.

 

By the end of the 19th century, stations reﬂected France’s aspirations for the march of progress. They formed a cathedral of middle-class, industrial, positivist ideology, which viewed speed and travel as a means of unifying France and promoting its centralisation.


A gateway onto the modern world

More speciﬁcally however – and above all – stations represented a new gateway into the towns. To begin with, some were even enclosed by metal fencing and therefore isolated, to be able to control the ﬂow of passengers. Stations began operating at a time when little remained of town fortiﬁcations, which no longer served much purpose, since modern, mobile warfare had circumvented any kind of impediment they had once represented. Thus, the train “jetties”, as they were called at ﬁrst, were built near the old city walls, sometimes inside, but more often outside. An opening was then made in the walls to connect the station to the heart of the town. Some of these great avenues, as in Avignon, even went right into the town centre. In a conurbation such as Villeneuve-sur-Avre, in the Eure department of north-central France, the road to the station passed through an opening made through the ancient city walls.

 

A new building required extensive ﬂoor space to fulﬁl its functions: receiving passengers and goods, storing water and coal supplies for the steam-powered machines, possibly maintenance and repair workshops for the locomotives and, of course, the railway line. The station became a speciﬁc urban space with its own amenities, its station square and the approach road that served it.

 

Within a very short space of time the station hotel and its café also appeared. The late 19th century also saw the development of new services for travellers. Restaurants, snack bars and hotels thus took on a new importance in the world of railways. They might be located inside the station buildings or outside. The journeys were lengthy. Stops had to be made for passengers to take some refreshment or to take a longer break in their itinerary. These stops were even organised to allow the wealthier travellers to eat in 10 to 45 minutes depending on the station, during the time it took for the trains to ﬁll up with water and coal. “So, the train that left Bordeaux at 08 05 stopped in Angoulême for lunch, and Orléans for dinner4.” Others had to make do with a packed lunch they had prepared at home.

 

“Due to its purpose of combining considerable ﬂows of people and goods, right from the start, the station was a crucial hub around which the modern town spread out. It spawned a new kind of urban geography, a new approach to the makeup of a city. It changed the formula for urban conurbations by creating new centres of gravity, leading to the appearance of previously-unseen models of urban planning and housing which would shape the lives of city-dwellers,5” wrote architect and town planner Jean Dethier.

 

With some located right in the very heart of the town (Orsay and Invalides in Paris, Saint-Charles in Marseille, Bénédictins in Limoges) and others sited on the edge of town, they played a fundamental role in urban development. They either spawned roads and a speciﬁc kind of urban activity around them or they gradually drew the town in around them and promoted the development of a particular economic fabric (hotels, warehouses, horse-drawn carriages), packed in at times in a quite anarchic and unplanned way. When it was located in an outlying area, as in Rennes, the station led to the creation of a new district, in this case to the south of the town. Extensive roadworks in surrounding districts also went hand-in-hand with the building of the Paris stations.

 

The stations were regularly redesigned or rebuilt, along with the surrounding urban area. Saint-Lazare station, in Paris, was thus given a complete overhaul between 1885 and 1889, with the construction of a new façade and a grand hotel. Others changed and developed regularly, simply as a result of the increase in traffic, the creation of commuter lines or the extension of the lines to other locations. Under Napoleon III, Paris almost entirely rebuilt Montparnasse, Nord and Austerlitz stations. The impact on the towns was sometimes all the more extensive as in view of the large number of railway companies in operation there were more stations in the same town than there are today. Bordeaux had six, and Rouen, four! It is not difficult to imagine what kind of upheaval this frequent construction work caused.

 

“As a railway node, the station accelerates and magniﬁes the growth of towns and big conurbations. In the United States, Chicago owes its might and its rapid development to its role as an intersection for 27 different lines.6” The engineers of the time did not plan the railway lines from the point of view of speciﬁc urban development issues, of course. This aspect was in reality an external factor and was therefore viewed as an unanticipated consequence of their development.

 

The presence of the stations was nevertheless a powerful engine for the accelerated growth of the towns. This was the case particularly in tourist towns and seaside resorts, but also those located at important railway junctions. “In Grenoble, the station built in 1858, 200 metres to the west of town, was linked up to it 12 years later through a new district and gradually shifted the town’s centre of gravity towards the south west. Cannes owes its growth as a seaside resort to the railway. Before rail travel arrived there, it took no less than 7 hours to reach Cannes from Les Arcs station, near Draguignan, 63 km away. This new ease of access led to the construction of the Grand Hotel on the seafront, which opened in 1864, a year after the arrival of the train.7” The route followed by the train, passing by Arcachon, led the Pereire brothers, who were the owners of the railway company, to build a casino in the town. “In the Lot department, the village of Capdenac-Gare (Capdenac-Station) sprang up after 1858, alongside the fortiﬁed village of Capdenac-leHaut and Capdenac-Port. It was sanctiﬁed by its church, built in 1867 and named Notre-Dame-de-la-Gare8 (Our Lady of the Station).” The urban centres, thus linked together, then enjoyed the beneﬁt of economic development spurred by the effects of interdependency.

 

For French people, the station was also one of the ﬁrst places where they experienced close social contact and mixing with others from different social and ethnic backgrounds. Whereas in the beginning there were still separate waiting rooms for 1st, 2nd and 3rd class passengers, where travellers were obliged to wait patiently until they could board the train, very soon afterwards, from 1860 onwards, “freed” from this restriction, they mingled in the side streets and on the platforms. There was no idea of trying to foster human contact behind this. It was a matter of familiarising passengers with these new-fangled machines to allay the fear of accidents which many still felt: the motion of the railway engine and its power inspired anxiety.

 

The architecture of the great stations itself embodied progress. It was the product of a compromise between two spheres: that of the man of arts and that of the engineer, even though it was often the engineer who had the ﬁnal word. The structure generally combined a certain classicism, immense proportions and the use of modern supports and materials. Their design also inﬂuenced the architecture of the towns. The iron used to build the station halls inspired the construction of Les Halles covered market, in the centre of Paris. Napoleon III found these buildings to his taste and wanted to expand the use of iron. The emperor believed that using iron and cast iron made it possible to leave the space open to the air and light, and improved ventilation. Even though Baltard, the architect for Les Halles, departed from this idea by designing regular, geometric curved beams, the inspiration was certainly there.




The station becomes multi-purpose

The station was ﬁrst of all a gateway to the journey. Those entering its walls were already being propelled towards their destination. The reﬁned taste of these grand buildings told the story: statues representing the cities of Europe, murals and posters painted by fashionable illustrators enticingly depicting the destinations, informative maps hanging on the walls of the waiting rooms. But looking beyond mere presentation, they welcomed increasingly large numbers of travellers. From 18 million in 1885, traffic had grown to 260 million by 1935, with the arrival of paid holiday leave. As they welcomed ever-greater numbers of passengers, the stations’ architecture adapted to this. Regionally-inﬂuenced architectural features began to replace the purely functional aspects. The moment the traveller set foot on the ground, the merits of the location were highlighted by the quality of the materials used and the use of particular types of ornamentation, half-timbering for Brittany’s Emerald coast, rogne stone for Provence and red brick for the towns of the Nord department. The station was transformed in this way and thus became a display window for the ﬁrst stage of the trip.

 

Apart from the travel itself, these facilities often also met commercial and industrial needs. Although the buildings were separate, and those used for goods were not accessible to travellers, the stations were a location for accelerated trade, where raw materials and goods bound for other cities were unloaded and transferred. They led to a great economic boom for the mining regions and allowed the industrial towns to distribute their products. Finally, they strengthened the ties between spheres of inﬂuence and created new ones extending as far as the furthest towns. Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, these facilities gradually introduced people to mass consumption, thanks to the quantities of goods transported and the speed with which they were delivered.

 

As can be seen from the broad avenues laid out in the biggest cities, leading to the esplanade and allowing soldiers to reach their means of transport rapidly, the railways also served a strategic purpose. “Stations were originally built on the outskirts of towns to serve the military strategy of strongholds.” Then, the logistics and speed of travel led to a shake-up in military strategy. “In 1913, detailed plans were drawn up for the stations, for strategic purposes: regulatory stations, depot stations, stations for distribution, mobilisation and medical evacuation, and servicemen’s stations.9”

 

The importance of the railways was conﬁrmed during the Second World War: the conﬂict was spreading and ﬁghting was breaking out on more and more fronts. On the other hand, the use of combat planes was to contribute to the waning of the railways’ fortunes, heralding a decline in one technology to the beneﬁt of another. The stations were targets of the bombing. By the time of the Liberation, more than half had been destroyed, testimony to their vital role in the economy and society.

 

Finally, this ediﬁce that is the station played a political, social and regulatory role in people’s lives. “In the big towns, the siting and nature of the stations and the services provided to them fell under the remit of the city. As part of the “strategic enhancement” of Paris, prefect and town planner Georges-Eugène Haussmann attempted, in a series of improvements, to equip stations located on the outskirts with a drainage system that funnelled traffic towards centres of activity.10 The clock, a recurrent feature of station architecture, and a symbol of its regulatory role, did not owe its presence merely to the time it displayed for the busy traveller, but was a reference to streamlined, regulated economic activities. “It was also secular in nature, unlike a peal of bells. It represented scheduling, as embodied in the precision of arrivals and departures.11” Above all, it established the same time for everyone! Prior to rail travel, in fact, there were still time differences between French towns – half an hour, for example, between Strasbourg and Brest.




But then the station became humdrum

The post-war period saw a divergence between the train and society’s aspirations. Stations and public transport no longer embodied progress. In the France of the 1950s, where there was a trend towards individualism, shared progress was no longer the order of the day. Lofty ideals gradually faded away to be replaced with a form of pragmatism that employed technical progress for personal ends. The era of private vehicles was not really compatible with this intrinsically more communal means of transport. The cocoon of the car, which was insulating and produced feelings of personal power and individual freedom, squeezed out the train, which now began to seem as if it belonged to the past, even though it still succeeded in modernising progressively.

 

Prior to this competition from motor-vehicle transport, at the peak of its development in the early 1930s, the French railway network had more than 42,000 km of general-purpose railway track and more than 20,000 km of local-purpose track, bringing its total length to around 62,000 km. Today, after 80 years of successive closures, the track length of the network has been halved, to around 32,000 km.

 

In fact, the contrast in situations became increasingly apparent: rail traffic was concentrated over 8,000 km of line, with a frequency of up to 200 trains per day. This was reﬂected in a signiﬁcant decline in activity. Capdenac station still had more than 1,000 staff in 1946, but by 1976 there were no more than 230. The primary cause of this decline was, of course, competition from a new means of transport: the roads and private vehicles, which constantly grew in popularity over the course of the post-war period and attracted an increasingly large share of travellers, particularly over short distances.

 

In spite of this downturn in fortunes, the damage caused by the War forced local authorities and the SNCF to rebuild a large number of the buildings destroyed. Only a few were rebuilt at the end of the 1940s. It took until the 1960s to reconstruct all of these assets. Some regions were hit harder than others, so the process was consequently longer. “A programme for the reconstruction of eight big stations in Northern France was decided on in 1954. These were in Calais-Maritime, Denain, Béthune, PersanBeaumont, Amiens, Douai, Creil and Busigny, with the addition of Laon in 1956 and Arras in 1957.12” In the case of most of the small secondary stations, a standard building was designed and replicated. The priority was to keep down reconstruction costs, and it was necessary to proceed rapidly and within the budget available, since reconstruction requirements across the whole of the country were considerable.

 

Stations became less visible, more inconspicuous and above all took on a more functional form. Façades reduced to the basics resulted in a loss of external identity. Finally, “train journeys had increasing competition from cars and buses, and there was a higher expectation that the station should convey an image of modernity and efficiency, rather than being urbane and welcoming.” Those that were entirely rebuilt after 1960 are rare, apart from a few new amenities in the Paris region.

 

In an effort to stand up to the competition, steam engines were replaced by diesel and electric-powered trains, which appeared in the 1920s. A programme for the electriﬁcation of the most important lines, such as Paris-Marseille and Paris-Strasbourg, began in 1961, covering 18% of the network. Beginning in the 1950s, there was a proliferation of diesel-powered railcars. Signals and line equipment were replaced.

 

The main driving force for change at the time was tourism, which brought growing numbers of passengers. “So, stations equipped themselves with new facilities, as Saint-Raphael station did, in 1966. The growth in motor-vehicle traffic was not without consequence either. Following the electriﬁcation of the Saint-Raphael-Ventimiglia section in 1969, Cannes, Nice-Ville and Menton underwent extensive refurbishment, not merely in the light of a more tourism-orientated economy, but also to adapt to the very ambitious road infrastructure projects being implemented at this time. In the case of Nice, in 1973 a motorway overpass crossed the whole of the north of the city, with part of it overhanging the railways lines.13” Cannes station was rebuilt between 1972 and 1973. The major urban development programme included the construction of multi-storey parking and the city expressway.

 

However, despite the considerable reduction in length of the rail network, passenger traffic steadily increased. Between 1938 and 1959 it grew by 50%. Goods traffic doubled during the same period. In the case of freight traffic, the interlude did not last long: from the 1960s up to the present time, the transport of goods by road has constantly increased and now stands at up to 86% of all goods traffic.

 

During this same period, the SNCF’s property holdings remained extensive, “to the point where it became one of the biggest property owners in France. Offices, staff accommodation, but also hostels, doctors’ surgeries, social centres and centres of learning made up the disparate and varied portfolio, varying according to the regions inherited from the old railway networks, but considerable in terms of quantity and often located in the immediate vicinity of the stations.” The station in fact became a small town within the city itself, and increasingly present at the heart of cities, which in most cases have ended up completely absorbing their station.

 

The train and the station have certainly lost their monopoly over mobility and modernity. On the other hand, they have secured their place in the collective imagination. The building, a work of art and part of the cultural heritage, has inspired artists and has played a leading role in the cinema and in literature. It still represents an invitation to a journey, to travel, to chance encounter, which has left an impression on people’s imaginations. In the ﬁlms of Alfred Hitchcock, it is a theatre of suspense. It plays a part in melodramas as an inevitable parting place, or a meeting place in romantic comedies. It even represents a certain nostalgia, a trace of past grandeur, in certain pictorial works.

 

It was the proliferation of megacities, on the one hand, and advances in terms of speed, on the other, that attracted French society back to the railway and the stations. At a time when the towns were becoming increasingly congested, the train emerged as a more rapid solution to convey the residents of ever busier, more numerous, more distant suburbs to the economic centres. In view of the high cost of air travel, but also the time it took to reach the airport or to travel from there to town, the high-speed train – the TGV – offered a real alternative.

 

In addition, necessary and increasingly pressing questions were being asked by society about its energy future, made more urgent following the oil crisis, and accentuated by serious environmental concerns. From the 1990s onwards, society’s aspirations focused once again on the railways.

 

The proliferation of megacities was contemporaneous with the expansion of the service sector, the rural exodus, demographic growth and the transformation of the urban fabric. The movement, which began during the post-war period, drove an increasing number of French citizens towards the city, a provider of employment. As housing costs were too high in the heart of the city, many of the new inhabitants were attracted to the outskirts. A high-calibre transport network with enough passengers to make it viable, offering speed and comfort, was needed to take staff to their place of work.

 

While the commuter train is not a very recent development, and Paris’s regional RER network was already at the planning stage from the 1930s on (although not under this name or in its current form), it was not until the 1960s that the ﬁrst plan for the development of the future network came into being. The plan d’aménagement et d’organisation générale de la région parisienne (Paris Region Development and General Organisation Plan, PADOG) put forward the idea of a regional express network. The project required quite signiﬁcant funding, supported by a France in full economic growth. Work on the Paris region’s Line A was already well under way: the ﬁrst ground was broken between Pont de Neuilly and La Défense back in 6 July 1961. Line A, the ﬁrst great Paris cross-city line, was thus built in sections, working inwards from the two opposite ends. The section between Nation and Boissy-Saint-Léger was inaugurated on 14 December 1969. To the West, ÉtoileSaint-Germain-en-Laye went into service section by section over the next few years. Auber station was opened in 1971, 10 years after the start of work on the line. Following its inauguration by President Georges Pompidou, it brought the Défense district within eight minutes’ travel from the Opéra district. This station, which was designed to handle 50,000 passengers during rush hour in the long-term, exceeded this number in just a few years, much more rapidly than anticipated.

 

The creation of new towns around Paris also provided the opportunity to build new stations. This was the case with Cergy-Pontoise, where work to build a new station began in 1970 on the Paris to Mantes line, passing through Conﬂans. Marne-la-Vallée and Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines followed later. These new towns were created and developed around their stations.

 

During the economic euphoria of the post-war period, the great stations located within the European metropolitan centres became the linchpin of ambitious urban renovation programmes. These produced office and retail complexes intended to attract the population of the suburbs.

 

Today, as villages and small towns are linking up with the suburbs and forming ever-more compact conurbations, the station plays an increasingly central role. The phenomenon, which initially affected Paris and its region, has now extended to the other big towns. In relative terms, the regional express trains (TER) now play the equivalent role of the Paris commuter trains for the conurbations adjoining the great urban hubs. So, stations and trains are the drivers of urban development.

 

In the future Greater Paris region, they will be key features, value-creating hubs. The decision on where to site them is a subject of debate: the future hubs exert a strong attraction for economic activity. In places where the train stops, it invigorates local life. In this regard, the station has recovered part of the role it had fulﬁlled originally: it is an engine for development, it creates “pieces” of the town.

 

French society’s revitalised relationship with the train was also linked to the arrival of the TGV and the many highspeed lines that were to follow. The TGV, which was originally modelled on the plane – as can be seen from the early promotional advertising, extolling its virtues and targeting the business traveller – gradually grew more democratic and attracted a wider public. The station, consequently, once again became a factor, for both the traveller and the town-dweller. Speed, the shrinking of distances, the ability to reach a train stop rapidly and so to have access to a more rapid service between town centres than the plane were all arguments in favour of this new means of transport. Finally, thanks to the TGV, towns that were distant from each other were joined together as part of a closely inter-connected network. From this point on, the stations that were home to high-speed rail lines were once again viewed as nerve centres, crucial transit points for the town. For residents of Lille who worked in Paris, the Gare du Nord became a central feature of their daily journey. The same thing applied to Rennes station, which became an important hub on the edge of Brittany.

 

The development or renovation of old passenger buildings, intended to welcome the TGV, provided the opportunity to revitalise districts that were sometimes run down. This was the case with Lyon Part-Dieu station in southeast France, which led to extensive urban development, in particular the construction of apartment and office buildings. The Part-Dieu integrated development zone (ZAC) programme enabled this district to be incorporated into the town fabric and promoted urban continuity between Lyon and Villeurbanne.

 

Furthermore, new, dedicated stations came into being along with the high-speed services, such as Lyon Saint-Exupéry, Avignon, Aix-en-Provence and Belfort – and as occurred during the 19th century, some of them would gradually draw the town in towards them. Unlike the earlier stations, which had a hotel built in their vicinity, car parks were constructed to allow passengers to drop their car off.
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