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Introduction

This paper addresses questions raised during research conducted in 
France and Russia about urban renewal. As PhD students affiliated with 
French universities and studying Russian cases, we often reflected on the 
links, resonances, similarities, and differences between the two contexts. 
Although our dissertations did not explicitly aim at comparing France and 
Russia, some elements clearly overlapped. First, the similar names of on-
going urban renewal programs, rénovation and renovatsiya (we further 
use the term “renovation”) describe — in a euphemistic way — the demoli-
tion-reconstruction processes that target modernist housing estates. Se- 
cond, our academic education in France, a country with a long tradition 
of critical social sciences of urban renewal provided us with a theoretical 
framework to analyse urban renewal. However, mostly the western experi-
ences did not always fit the post-Soviet Russian cases. Is it possible to 
frame a conceptual approach that would fit both contexts? Finally, we 
were quite regularly confronted with clichés. In France, while starting to 
explain renovation in Russia, we were interrupted by people who were 
sure they already knew what was going on over there: a simple expulsion 
without any compensation, which is far from reality. Meanwhile in Russia, 
we met many people willing to know more about urban renewal projects 
in France, notably activists that were looking for good practices they 
could promote, as if the ongoing renovation in France was a panacea. 
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In this paper, we present a conceptu-
al tool which enables a legal geogra-
phy comparative approach to studying 
the demolition of modernist housing 
estates in different geographical 
contexts. We argue that “the legal 
targets of demolition” is an efficient 
lens through which to view such a 
comparison. We present its four di-
mensions (spatial coverage, criteria 
of inclusion, people and institu-
tions, and the iteration of the law) 
and then apply it to three study 
cases: the French National 
Programs for Urban Renewal (PNRU, 
2004-2020 and NPNRU, since 2014) and 
the Russian Renovatsiya in Saint 
Petersburg (since 2008) and in Mos-
cow (since 2017). In conclusion, we 
expose the interests and the limits 
of such a comparative approach in two 
very different political and social 
contexts. 
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Our observations led us to believe that 
these two contexts should be put into dia-
logue.

Our comparison focuses on the French 
National Program for Urban Renewal (PNRU, 
2004-2020), extended as the New National 
Program for Urban Renewal (NPNRU, 2014-
2024) and on two Russian renovation pro-
grams, one launched in Saint Petersburg in 
2008 (The Development of Built-Up Territo-
ries) and another in Moscow in 2017 (Reno-
vatsiya). We focus on one aspect of the pro-
grams: the demolition of modernist housing 
estates. In order to compare the different 
legal frameworks of these programs, it is 
necessary to highlight the specificity of the 
geographical context, that is to say, the vari-
ous spatial dimensions of the social positions 
and their scale [Agnew, 1996]. 

The aim of the article is therefore to cre-
ate a conceptual and methodological tool 
which could be used in both the French and 
Russian contexts (and could be transposable 
to others) and which would take into ac-
count the legal framework and its relation to 
the geographical contexts (understood as 
the amount and overlap of the spatial di-
mensions of social and political phenomena) 
in which it is made and applied. Thus, this 
article aims at answering the following ques-
tions:

1. What methodological tool can we use to 
compare housing demolition in France 
and in Russia?

2. What is the basis for the comparison of 
housing demolition in France and Russia?

3. What are the relations and mutual influ-
ences of the geographical context and 
the legal framework?

Our argumentation is mostly based on 
the laws and decrees that define urban reno- 
vation processes and a review of the litera-
ture in France and Russia. We also refer to 
official documents related to renovation pro-
grams, a press review, interviews, and obser-
vations conducted during our respective 
PhD fieldwork.1

The first section of the paper presents a 
literature review, allowing us to build a criti-
cal analysis of urban renovation programs 
from a legal and geographical perspective. 
The second is devoted to conceiving a con-
ceptual and methodological tool for com-
paring housing demolition in different con-
texts. The third section justifies the 
comparison of housing demolition in France 

1. Moscow in 2018, 2019 and 2021 and Saint Petersburg in 2021. 

and Russia. Section four compares the legal 
frameworks and geographical contexts in 
France and Russia. In the conclusion, we 
suggest prospective areas for such a com-
parative approach to urban renovation be-
yond housing demolition.  

1. A comparative legal geography 
approach to the demolition of 
modernist housing estates

Housing demolition in the context of urban 
renewal programs has been studied from 
various perspectives. Some studies have 
analysed how it is institutionally structured 
and how it reshapes the state apparatus or 
public-private partnerships [Bernt, 2009; 
Epstein, 2013]. Housing demolition has also 
been studied from sociological perspec-
tives, focusing on how it influences people’s 
housing trajectories or social positions [Le-
lévrier, 2010], mobilizations and contesta-
tions [Castells, 1975; Drozdz, 2018; Zhelnina, 
2020], consultation and inhabitants’ partici-
pation [Donzelot, Epstein, 2006; Lees, 
White, 2019], and the rehousing process 
[François, 2014]. The materiality of housing 
demolition and urban renewal has also been 
a recent subject of research [Mongeard, 
Veschambre, 2019]. 

Modernist mass housing was constructed 
in many countries and on both sides of the 
iron curtain after the second World War. Its 
construction served the similar goal of resolv-
ing housing shortages but the evolution of its 
population and of its public image differed 
dramatically in different countries [Urban, 
2011]. Today these estates are sometimes tar-
geted by demolition policies, justified by 
technical or moral obsolescence, the concen-
tration of poverty, or social issues. There have 
been studies comparing their fate in different 
countries, in the form of collective volumes or 
special issues with chapters or articles devot-
ed to different cases of urban renewal poli-
cies [Dufaux, Fourcaut, 2004; Van Kempen, 
al., 2005; Couch, al., 2011; Desage, al., 2014] 
and to related topics such as urban segrega-
tion [Kirszbaum, 2008; Hess et al., 2018] or 
privatization/marketization dynamics [Kora-
bleva et al., 2021]. 

Here, we focus on the legal framework of 
housing demolition of modernist housing es-
tates in the context of urban renewal pro-
grams. As housing demolition is both a con-
sequence of dilapidation and a way to make 
room for the future city [Kaczmarek, 2019], 
the legal processes of demolition reveal and 
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structure the principles that orientate urban 
change. Despite their utmost importance, 
the legal dimensions of housing demolition 
have so far been little explored. 

In every renovation program, the legal 
framework differs. Why is it that in countries 
sharing similar issues of dilapidated modern-
ist estates, various legal frameworks for 
demolition are used? Urban studies on reno-
vation, in particular, barely explore (1) how 
the geographical context shapes the legal 
tools of demolition and (2) how different 
legal tools of demolition can lead to social 
and political changes. These questions meet 
the larger ones that are explored by legal 
geography, as formulated by Blomley and 
Clark: “how the institutions of law structure 
and affect the geography of social life, and 
how the geography of social life in turns af-
fects law”. Various studies coming from the 
legal geography scholarship [Blomley, Clark, 
1990; Holder, Harrison, 2003; Bony, Mellac, 
2020] showed that the law and the space 
(that is to say, the spatial dimension of soci-
ety), are inherently nested. Law defines the 
borders of the national territory, but also 
creates differences inside them [Smirnova, 
2019], while space is legally produced and 
categorized, notably through zoning practi- 
ces [Melé, 2008]. Moreover, in continuity 
with social legal studies, legal geography 
also explores how legal tools are distorted 
or unequally enforced, depending on how 
and where they are appropriated. In parallel, 
legal research questions the appropriate 
scales of legal tools and the competences 
for the proper “territorialization of the law”, 
notably in terms of urban policies [Gus-
tave-Huteau, 2020]. However, this field of 
research remains underexplored in relation 
to renovation policies and housing demoli-
tion. 

We adopt a comparative approach to ex-
plore the mutual relation between the law 
and the space it operates in, in the context 
of urban renovation programs, specifically 
the demolition of housing estates. Compa- 
rativism in legal geography is an under-ex-
plored field [Kedar, 2014]. In this article, our 
comparative approach presents two main 
objectives. First, considering different case 
studies enables to contrast different ways of 
proceeding. Second, the criteria and proce-
dures for demolition are often presented as 
necessary and self-evident by the authorities 
implementing the demolition programs. 
Comparing the legal frameworks in different 
contexts provides evidence that the legal 
framework is not conspicuous and is not a 
purely technical issue, but rather a social 

construction in a particular geographical 
context. 

We compare legal frameworks through 
the lens of “comparative urbanism”, while 
trying to avoid its main pitfalls, summed-up 
by Tuvikene: “First, the division of the world 
into incommensurable regional containers; 
secondly, theory building from a limited 
number of — usually Euro-American — cases; 
and thirdly, the hierarchical ordering of cities 
into modernizing/ developing or global, and 
other. Comparative urbanism argues that 
every city can be a source for (re)thinking 
urban theory, inviting scholars to move be-
yond the ‘usual suspects’ and to challenge 
Euro-American domination in urban studies” 
[Tuvikene, 2016, p. 133]. We agree with 
Jenifer Robinson that “finding shared pro-
cesses or outcomes forms a good basis for 
comparing, in the context of which analysis 
of the proliferation of difference is good for 
creative thinking about the determination of 
that phenomenon” [Robinson, 2015]. These 
shared processes will be explored in the 
third part of the article.

2. Legal targets of demolition as a 
lens for comparison

Two necessities: the transposability and 
integration of geographical context 

To establish a proper comparison between 
demolition programs, we need a common 
perspective to analyse them in different 
contexts. Our aim is to build a conceptual 
and methodological tool that allows us to 
compare the legal frameworks of demolition 
in these two countries (and possibly in oth-
ers) and to analyse the mutual relations be-
tween space and law in each case. To this 
end, we paid attention to (1) the transpo- 
sability of the concept in various contexts 
and to (2) the integration of the mutual in-
fluences of space and law. 

First, to use a transposable concept, we 
focus on demolition as it is defined in the 
legal documents. Even though legal systems 
differ between countries and cities, they all 
have to regulate through official written 
documentation [Santoire et al., 2021], making 
it practical to compare them. Concretely, it 
means gathering and analysing the legal 
documents that regulate housing demolition 
in the context of the renovation programs. 

Second, how to take into consideration 
the influence between space and these le-
gal definitions of demolition? To shed light 
on these mutual relations, we rely on the 
definition of the “geographical context” of 
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law, given by Clark and Blomley: “the inter-
section between the judicial process of 
rulemaking and interpretation” [Clark, 
Blomley, 1990]. This means noting what so-
cial and political processes intervene in the 
production of the law on demolition and in 
its application and interpretation [Delaney, 
2010; Santoine and al., 2021]. Also worth 
noting is the geographical context of the 
law, as every “geographical context”, must 
take into consideration the effects pro-
duced by “the hierarchical (and non-hierar-
chical) “funnelling” of stimuli across geo-
graphical scales or levels” [Agnew, 1996]. 
Agnew refers to political behaviour (in Ital-
ian elections), but such an approach can be 
relevant for understanding the legal frame-
work of housing demolition as an overlap of 
spatialized (or not) phenomena on different 
scales. Therefore, even though we take into 
consideration the definition as it appears in 
the legal documents, we leave some room 
to manoeuvre in the conception and appli-
cation of these definitions (due to negotia-
tions, political conflict, or financial con-
straints depending on the geographical 
context).

The four dimensions of the legal targets of 
demolition

To analyse housing demolition, we therefore 
suggest using the concept of “the legal tar-
gets of demolition” presented below. From 
an inductive perspective, we wanted to build 
a concept that would include the different 
dimensions of the geographical context of 
law and be transferable to different con-
texts.

1. The first dimension of the legal tar-
gets of demolition is the geographi-
cal coverage of the law defining the 
criteria for demolition, that is, the 
territory where the legal apparatus is 
conceived and applied. Spatial cove- 
rage depends on the jurisdiction that 
regulates housing demolition (in ur-
ban renewal projects), its borders 
(that do not necessarily lie within a 
geographical continuity) and by its 
scale (municipal, regional, national).

2. The second dimension is the criteria 
for the demolition. This refers to the 
features that characterize the hou- 
sing space included in the demoli-

2. Some of the interviews were kindly provided by the team of the “Estates after transition” research project: 
Nauchnyj issledovatel’skij proekt “Zhil’e v postsocialisticheskih gorodah posle transformacii” realizovan issledova-
tel’skim kollektivom na baze Evropejskogo universiteta v Sankt-Peterburge pod rukovodstvom k.s.n. Pachenkova O. V.  
(grant #18-511-76001, RFFI, konkurs ERA_a).

tion project. It encompasses the offi-
cial reasons for their demolitions 
(physical dilapidation, symbolic con-
notation, or social issues) and the 
specific criteria that identify the 
buildings to be demolished (types of 
buildings, geographic localization, 
physical state). 

3. The third dimension defines the peo-
ple and institutions responsible for 
the establishment of the exact list of 
demolitions, as part of the first two 
dimensions. It is related to the spa-
tialization of political power: the 
scale and nature (democratic, 
authoritarian) of decision to demol-
ish in the jurisdiction where the dem-
olition applies.  

4. The fourth dimension considers the 
iterations of the legal documents 
regulating demolition. It takes into 
account the evolution from the first 
legal document mentioning potential 
targets of demolition and the most 
recent documents that specify the 
targets. It therefore integrates the 
political and economic dimensions in 
the legislative processes as they take 
place on several scales (municipal, 
regional, national).

The four dimensions of the legal targets of demolition
1. Spatial coverage of demolition (Where?)
2. Criteria of inclusion in the demolition programs 
(What?)
3. People and institutions which define and implement 
the demolition (Who?)
4. The iterations of the legal documents regulating 
demolition (How has the program evolved legally?)

Methodology

We collected all the legal texts regulating 
housing demolition and extracted the four 
major dimensions relevant for our analysis. 
Not limiting our approach to a legal text 
analysis, we also refer to knowledge gath-
ered from our fieldwork and previous re-
search which allowed us to discern contextu-
al elements from “outside the law” which 
influence the law and point at power rela-
tions between actors involved in law produc-
tion. We build our argument on interviews 
with residents and officials,2 ethnographic 
observation, the analysis of local press, the 
analysis of maps and documents presented 
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on programs’ websites, and previous re-
search.

3. Comparing modernist housing 
estate demolition in France and in 
Russia 

A shared and nested modernist history on 
both sides of the iron curtain 

Both France and Russia, among many other 
countries, had their urban landscapes dra-
matically reshaped during the 1950s and 
1960s, due to the massive construction of 
modernist housing estates. In both coun-
tries, modernism, inherited from the Le Cor-
busier’s Athens Charter (1933), but also from 
avant-garde Soviet and Eastern European 
architecture of the 1920s, became the most 
widespread architectural style. After the 
Second World War there was a housing 
shortage, aggravated by the devastation of 
the war and a booming population. The 
technical advances in construction tech-
niques allowed the normalization and stand-
ardization of modernist principles. In 1957, 
both France and Soviet Russia implemented 
massive construction policies of the mod-
ernist housing estates,3 dramatically chang-
ing urban landscapes and the standard of 
living. In both countries, an interventionist 
state took charge of the construction of the 
mass standardized housing. These policies 
were implemented in the context of the 
thaw in international relations, which led to 
new exchanges, including commercial con-
tracts and technical discussions between the 
two countries [Solopova, 2021]. 

In France and in Russia, the estates were 
organised in the form of “neighbourhood 
units”, a term coined by an American archi-
tect William E. Drummond in the beginning 
of the 20th century [Johnson, 2002]. Neigh-
bourhood units are a set of self-contained 
city neighbourhoods of a particular size with 
the necessary social, administrative, and ser-
vice infrastructure (originally also small units 
of the city’s political life). The neighbour-
hood units (without their political compo-
nent) were first constructed in the UK 
through the New Town Acts, originating 
from the 1944 Abercrombie Plan for London, 
and later expanded internationally, including 
France and Soviet Russia. In French, they 
were called unité de voisinage, a notion used 
to designate modernist housing estates 

3. The two major legal texts are: 
In France: Loi n° 57-908 — 7/08/1957 “Tendant à favoriser la construction de logements et les équipements collectifs”. 
In Russia: Postanovlenie CK KPSS i Soveta Ministrov SSSR — 31/07/1957 «O razvitii žiliŝnogo stroitel’stva v SSSR». 

from 1945 to 1960 together with the term 
grand ensemble, referring to the large size 
of the estate [Jannière, 2008]. However, the 
notion of unité de voisinage was criticised in 
the 1960s by French sociologists, as part of a 
more generalised critique of modernist 
housing estates, and then abandoned. Now-
adays in France, the estates are mainly 
called grands ensembles or cités HLM (refer-
ring to their predominantly social housing 
nature). The neighbourhood unit can be 
translated as mikrorayon in Russian (refer-
ring to its administrative size). This term is 
still widely used today in designating the 
areas of modernist housing estates. These 
different names are connected to the diver-
gent history and the current status of this 
housing which differs dramatically in the two 
countries, despite their quite similar archi-
tectural properties.

Unequal trajectories in different social and 
political contexts 

The construction of modernist housing es-
tates took place during the Cold War in very 
different contexts. In France, the construc-
tion of mass housing estates was imple-
mented by a welfare state in a liberal coun-
try. The estates were originally conceived as 
public social housing or private apartments, 
destined for a mixed population, primarily 
the lower-middle class. In Soviet Russia, the 
“Khrushchevian housing blocks” were sup-
posed to be the architectural vector of com-
munist ideology. The simple architectural 
and standardized forms were conceived as 
support for equal living conditions, by con-
trast with the Stalinist architecture it re-
placed, criticised for being unequal and elit-
ist. Housing allocation was socialised and 
mostly supervised by state firms or minis-
tries, more rarely by cooperatives. Soviet 
housing estates hosted most of the coun-
try’s population with different social status. 

These initial contextual differences partly 
explain their divergent fates. In both coun-
tries, the first criticisms of modernist hou- 
sing estates coincided with the time of their 
construction in the 1960s, but in very diffe- 
rent ways. In France, the press firstly de-
scribed them as low-standard housing es-
tates badly integrated to existing cities 
[Lacoste, 1963], and later as alienating and 
criminogenic [Dufaux, Fourcaut, 2004]. In 
Soviet Russia, the official journal Krokodil 
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published caricatures ridiculing the bad 
quality of construction and the public space, 
the monotonous architecture, and residents’ 
behaviour. In the 1970s, the pejorative nick-
name khrushcheby (which is a mix of 
“Khrushchevian buildings” and truŝoby, the 
Russian word for “slums”) spread. Whereas in 
France the pathologic social dimension was 
pointed out, Soviet housing estates were 
mostly criticised for their poor architectural 
characteristics. 

The political reactions to these criticisms 
were very different and started at very dif-
ferent times. In France, the construction of 
grands ensembles was banned as early as 
the 1970s.4 Between 1978 and 1984, the very 
first (and at the time the only) demolition of 

4. Circulaire du 30/11 1971 relative aux formes d’urbanisation adaptées aux villes moyennes (“Chalandon circular”) 
and Circulaire du 21 /03/1973 relative aux formes d’urbanisation dites “grands ensembles” et à 
la lutte contre la ségrégation sociale par l’habitat (“Guichard circular”).

a modernist housing estate happened in the 
outskirts of Lyon [Kaczmarek and al, 2021]. In 
the 1980s, these former symbols of moder-
nity started to be abandoned by the middle 
class and suffered from public financial un-
derinvestment. Many of them started to be 
vacated or occupied by precarious popula-
tions, such as immigrants who could hardly 
pay their rent. Since the 1990s, the demoli-
tion policy became widespread. Nowadays 
modernist estates act mostly as social hou- 
sing, governed by social housing organisa-
tions and accommodating the lowest in-
comes in the country [Epstein, 2013]. In 
Russia, prefabricated housing in mikrorayons 
remained the prevailing housing type until 
the late Soviet period. The idea of demoli-

France Russia

Saint Petersburg Moscow

Name National Program for Urban Renewal (PNRU)*; 
(New National Program for Urban Renewal 
(NPNRU)*

Development of the 
build-up territories (Razvitie 
Zastroennyh Territorij) or 
unofficially Renovatsiya

Renovatsiya

Dates PNRU: 2004–2020
NPRU: 2014–2024

Since 2008 (up to 2019, 
prolongedup to 2029)

Since 2017 (up to 2032)

Scale National Regional (city of federal 
importance)

Nb. of
housing

Around 200 000 housing units (PNRU) Around 1 000 housing 
blocks

Around 5 000 housing 
blocks

Financing PNRU: 45 billion euros

40,6 bank loans of Caisse des dépôts

24 ANRU (state funds and private funds 
of Action Logement)

15 cities and their constellations state, 
European funds (FEDER), bank loans of

9 Caisse des Dépôts

5 regions

4,4 own funds

4 departments

NPNRU: 40 billion euros
Similar funding structure, with an increased part 
of ANRU (30%).

Estimation of 400 billion 
rubles (4,9 billion euros), 
mostly provided by the 
private developers (own 
funds and bank loans) and 
partially by the 
Saint Petersburg city 
budget**. New housing 
demolition and construction, 
social infrastructure 
development, buying-off 
apartments from owners, 
relocation of inhabitants.

More than 6 trillion 
rubles (73 billion euros) 
provided by the Moscow 
city budget***, allocated 
to private developers that 
build the new houses.

* Available at: http://www.onpv.fr/uploads/
media_items/rapport-onpv-2016.original.pdf

**Fomicheva E. (2019) 
Peterburgskij developer 
poteryal vliyatel’nogo 
akcionera [Saint Petersburg 
Developer Has Lost an 
Influential Actioner]. RBK. 
Available at: https://www.
rbc.ru/spb_sz/06/12/2019/
5dea47929a7947038efb0a82 

***Fedorova N. (2021) 
Stoimost’ stoličnoj 
programmy renovacii 
prevysila ₽6 trln [The 
Price of the Capital 
Renovation Program 
Has Exceeded ₽6 trln]. 
Available at: https://www.
rbc.ru/business/01/11/2021/
6156b25b9a7947581d168f33 

Table 1. Overview 

of urban renovation 

programs in France 

and in Russia

Source: author’s 

data.
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tion came much later than in France: the 
very first decrees ordering the demolition of 
modernist housing estates were passed in 
the mid-1990s5 and they were rarely imple-
mented before the early 2000s. After the fall 
of the USSR, the estate management com-
panies were privatised, as were the majority 
of apartments in the estates.6 However, 
some social tenants refused to do so, which 
resulted in the estates having a fragmented 
ownership structure.  

Comparing housing estate demolition in 
contemporary Russia and France 

This short history of modernist housing es-
tates in France and Russia shows that their 
fates have been partly shared, but due to 
diverging contexts, nowadays they have dif-
ferent statuses. The various criticisms finally 
ended up in both cases with policies imply-
ing their demolition: renovation programs. 
We focus on the French PNRU, launched in 
2004 (after the adoption of the Borloo law, 

5. Postanovlenie Pravitel’stva Moskvy ot 20.01.1998 g. No 48 «O hode rekonstrukcii pjatijetazhnogo i vethogo zhil-
ishhnogo fonda goroda do 2000 goda».
6. Zakon RF «O privatizacii zhilishhnogo fonda v Rossijskoj Federacii» ot 04.07.1991 N 1541-1.

named after the French Minister of the City, 
in 2003) until 2020 and prolonged with 
NPNRU in 2014, and two Russian renovation 
programs: one launched in Saint Petersburg 
in 2008 and prolonged until 2029, and the 
one that started in Moscow in 2017 (see Ta-
ble 1). 

How does this similar history, despite 
different contexts, shed light on the legal 
frameworks conceived to demolish them? 
And how do these legal frameworks orien-
tate urban change in different ways? To 
compare as precisely as possible, we use the 
framework of the legal target of demolition.  

4. The relations between and 
mutual influences of the 
geographical context and the legal 
framework of demolition

In this part we uncover the interrelations 
between the spatial context and the legal 
framework of demolition by comparing the 
dimensions of the legal targets of demoli-

Table 2. Legal tar-

gets of demolition 

in France and Russia

Source: author’s 

data.

Russia France

Moscow Saint Petersburg 

Spatial coverage The administrative city The administrative city The country 

Criteria of inclusion Architectural and technical 
characteristics of buildings

Architectural and technical 
characteristics of build-
ings located in specific 
neighbourhoods (kvartaly 
renovatsii)

Localization in a priority 
neighbourhood (ZUS for 
PNRU and quartier priori- 
taire for NPNRU) 

People and institutions The city government (de-
fines the list of buildings) 
Residents (vote for or 
against demolition)

The city government (de-
fines the list of neighbour-
hoods) 
The city council (votes the 
list)

The mayor of the city signs a 
contract with the local pre-
fect (representing the state 
renovation agency ANRU), 
the local public authorities 
(on different geographical 
levels), the social housing 
landlords and the public 
financial institution CDC for 
the renovation project

Various iterations of the 
legal documents 

First list of targeted build-
ings (May 2017) 

Second list after the resi-
dents’ vote (July 2017) 

Third and final version of the 
renovation law (August 2017) 
adopted by the Moscow 
Duma. 

Final agenda of demolitions 
(August 2021)

Preliminary list before the 
law was passed (2007)

Official list when the law was 
passed (2008)

Multiples versions of the list 
(2008, 2009, 2011)

Final version of the list (2014)

The Borloo Law (2003) 
launching PNRU 

Various ANRU contracts 
(2004-2014) & additional 
clauses 

2014: NPNRU 

Since 2015: Various ANRU 
contracts &   additional 
clauses 
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tion in France and Russia. What are the legal 
targets of demolition in the French and in 
the Russian urban renewal programs? How 
do they shed light on the different spatial 
dimensions (the perception of housing es-
tates) and the spatialization of power (politi-
cal, institutional, and administrative power)?

Spatial coverage: recentralization versus 
municipalization

Spatial coverage refers to the administrative 
scale and the spatial borders of the jurisdic-
tion on housing demolition in renovation pro-
grams. Identifying the spatial coverage of 
legal targets provides a wider perspective on 
the territorialization of the juridical and politi-
cal powers. In Russia, housing demolition is 
now managed by cities with regional status, 
which is the result of a municipalization pro-
cess, whereas in France recentralisation ex-
plains the national coverage of the program.

French recentralization: when same rules 
but unequal local contexts lead to national 
competition

In France, the legal framework that instiga- 
ted the demolition of modernist housing 
estates was first implemented in the context 
of decentralisation (the 1982 Deferre Laws 
that gave more power to locally elected 
authorities regarding the urban develop-
ment) and “urban policy” (politique de la 
ville), an umbrella term for a set of measures 
aiming at fighting territorial inequalities, fo-
cusing predominantly on residential areas 
with large housing estates built in the 1960s 
and 1970s (often called banlieues due to 
their location outside the city). “Urban poli-
cy” appeared in the 1980s after destructive 
riots in banlieues [David, 2001; Dikeç, 2007; 
Slooter, 2019], and targeted specific areas 
facing socio-economic difficulties, using a 
“place-based” logic rather than a “peo-
ple-based” one [Gill, 2010]. “Urban policy” 
was implemented via “city contracts” (con-
trats de ville) between the local city authori-
ties and the decentralised state (the process 
of decentralisation here is that of déconcen-
tration, meaning that national centralised 
power was transferred locally to the state’s 
representatives such as prefects). The state 
financed the demolition, but it was carried 
out by local actors. In continuity with this 
policy, PNRU and NPNRU also targeted 
specific districts, but by re-concentration of 
the state’s powers. The law that instigated 
the program (Law for Orientation and Pro-
gramming of the City and Urban Renewal, 

or the Borloo Law) introduced a return to 
the state’s centralised management of urban 
development. This law modified the Urban 
Code by allowing the creation of state-de-
pendent “Public Development Establish-
ments” (EPA) that could take charge of ur-
ban renewal operations. Contracts between 
local authorities and the state were replaced 
by the state’s investments in local renovation 
projects which were presented to the state 
renovation agency (ANRU) by the local au-
thorities. Renovation drastically modified the 
ways “urban policy” dealt with the territories: 
its main regulating documents, the “city con-
tracts” (contrats de ville), were replaced by 
the “urban renewal conventions” (conven-
tions de rénovation urbaine), signed be-
tween the city and ANRU [Epstein, 2013].

Thus, the state power to influence local 
urban renewal projects makes it exceptional 
in comparison to ordinary legal planning pro-
cedures: a “national politique de la ville” 
emerged [Epstein, 2005]. This was made un-
der the model of counter logic: local authori- 
ties had to present projects in order to get 
state subsidies, which weakened the conside- 
ration of local particularities of potential con-
testations [Epstein, 2013]. This makes the ca-
pacity of local actors to satisfy ANRU criti- 
cal to obtain funding for renovation. This 
state funding also needed to be supple-
mented by financial contributions from local 
authorities and social housing organisations 
(Table 1), whose budgetary capacities are 
geographically unequal. Thus, spatial diffe- 
rentiation between cities does not deter-
mine the way demolition is implemented but 
the very existence of demolition itself. The 
model of the “republican” state, that made 
France more interventionist and socially- 
oriented (compared to the urban policies of 
the US or the UK) during the first period of 
“urban policy” [Dikeç, 2006] from the early 
1980s has shifted towards a more neoliberal 
logic through which cities compete for the 
state funding [Epstein, 2013]. 

The Russian municipalization process: when 
unequal local means lead to different rules 

During the Soviet era, the state orchestra- 
ted urban development and owned urban 
land. Since the 1990s, urban land has been 
municipalized, and city governments have 
been in charge of defining their urban poli-
cy, including the urban renewal policy. To-
day, cities can adopt decrees to organise 
specific modalities of urban development. 
This became possible through the legislative 
and economic reforms of the 1990s, that 
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were later solidified in the 2000s with the 
adaptation of the Land, Urban, and Housing 
Codes. The very first program of the demo-
lition of modernist housing estates, the 1999 
Mayor Luzhkov’s “Program for a Complex 
Reconstruction of Neighbourhoods” was 
regulated by decrees of the government of 
Moscow. The renovation programs of 2008 
in Saint Petersburg and of 2017 in Moscow 
were also shaped by the regional framework 
of these cities. 

This does not mean that the national lev-
el was not involved. First, the implementa-
tion of the renovation program in Moscow 
(2017) was set through a modification of a 
federal law.7 Then, there have been federal 
parliamentary debates to legally structure 
the renovation on a federal scale [Trutnev, 
2017]. In 2020, the federal law modified the 
constitution by introducing a new renovation 
tool for the “Complex Development of the 
Build-up Territories” (Kompleksnoe Razvitie 
Territorij). The Moscow framework was re-
produced on a federal scale. This illustrates 
a particular form of “authoritarian urbanism” 
(reminding the soviet style administrative 
town planning system [Trutnev, 2015]) that 
relies on the generalisation on the whole 
federal territory of “capital practices’’ 
(stolichnaya praktika): a new “technology of 
government” that reinforces the centraliza-
tion of power in the capital [Zupan et al., 
2021]. 

However, the question of how the reno-
vation program will be financed in other ci- 
ties is still open. In Moscow, the program 
was financed by the city budget, while in 
Saint Petersburg, the program was mostly 
financed by private developers (and failed 
to be fully implemented). Moscow’s budget 
is much larger and private funding from de-
velopers and investors are concentrated in 
this region. The legal exceptionality or even 
the “outlaw” state of renovation in Moscow 
might also complicate the transfer of this 
practice to more politically diverse regions.     

Criteria of inclusion:  a spatial versus a 
technical approach   

Identifying the criteria for inclusion provides 
information about the contexts, as these 
criteria are the products of the social rep-
resentation of housing estates in society. It 
also highlights the influence of these criteria 
on the social and material geography of the 
targeted urban areas. 

7. Federal’nyj zakon ot 1 ijulja 2017 goda No 141-FZ «O vnesenii izmenenij v Zakon Rossijskoj Federacii „O statuse 
stolicy Rossijskoj Federacii“».

France: a spatial approach to social issues

In France, legal targets of renovation are 
inherently geographical: this can be quali-
fied as a spatial approach to social prob-
lems: “space” is conceived as a “remedy to 
social issues” [Bellander et al., 2018]. “Urban 
policy”, the predecessor of renovation, was 
formalised in the 1980s, defining 16 “urban 
policy neighbourhoods” (in 1993 the number 
rose to 400), in which divergent economic 
and social development measures were ap-
plied. The state also financed a few demoli-
tions which were carried out by local actors. 
One of the most infamous examples was the 
demolition of the Minguettes housing es-
tates in a banlieue of Lyon, in 1983, after ri-
ots there in 1981. Another riot occurred in 
1990 in Vaulx-en-Velin, also in a banlieue of 
Lyon. This resulted in the creation of 751 
“sensitive urban zones” (ZUS) in 1996, that 
replaced the “urban policy neighbourhoods”. 
There has been a “territoritorialization” of 
the law in the material sense, that is, the 
adaptation of the legal norm in the function 
of its spatial localisation [Gustave-Huteau, 
2020]. Slooter argues that the French case 
of dealing with urban riots is unique in Eu-
rope, as it focuses on geography and spati-
ality (banlieues) and not on ethnicity or reli-
gion (as in the Netherlands or the UK) 
[Slooter, 2019]. According to Slooter, it can 
be partially explained by the universalist 
values of the French Republic, contrary to 
multiculturalism of the UK or the Nether-
lands. The name “sensitive” urban zones re-
fers to the fact that they spatially concen-
trate crime (délinquince), which shows a shift 
of government rhetoric from “neighbour-
hoods in difficulty to difficult neighbour-
hoods” [Bonelli, 2001]. In other terms, a 
“hardening of spatial boundaries of the ban-
lieue” took place [Slooter, 2019, p. 57]. 

ZUS were chosen using two factors: the 
presence of grands ensembles or dilapidated 
housing on the territory and the statistical 
socio-economic hardship of its population: 
the highest rates of unemployment, of mi-
grant populations, and of school failures, 
and the lowest incomes in the country [Pan 
Ké Shon, 2007]. Such areas usually contained 
large numbers of social housing and experi-
enced a lack of infrastructure, such as sports 
facilities or schools. ZUS benefited from 
special tax deductions for enterprises and 
for individuals. ZUS became targets for ren-
ovation in 2004 with PNRU. Through renova-
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tion, the authorities planned to achieve “a 
social mix” (mixité sociale) — diversifying the 
population and housing stock through dem-
olition and reconstruction — increased securi-
ty, reduced unemployment, and ameliorated 
educational and economical inequalities 
present in ZUS [Epstein, 2005]. One year 
after the launch of NPNRU in 2014, the 
complex geography of priority neighbour-
hoods for “urban policy” was reformed: ZUS 
were abandoned. The new priority neigh-
bourhoods (1,300 overall instead of 2,600) 
were chosen based on only one criterion: 
the concentration of low-income popula-
tions (having less than 60% of the median 
national income). The NPNRU targeted 480 
of these areas, having the “most important 
urban dysfunctionings” on national (216 
zones) and regional levels (264 zones), re-
spectively defined in two decrees passed in 
2015.8 These dysfunctionings are evaluated 
on different criteria, notably the state of the 
housing, its diversity, the mix of activities, 
the accessibility, the land availability, and 
the quality of the urban environment. 

In France, the demolition is done for the 
sake of “the social mix” [Lelévrier, 2006; 2010]. 
Even though the notion of “a social mix” is 
vague, it is supposed to be achieved through 
a rebalancing of the percentage of social 
housing (and therefore of the more disad-
vantaged population) present on the city 
(commune) level. Ever since the national law 
SRU of 2000, every city in France is obliged 
to achieve 20–25% of social housing on its 
territory, otherwise it has to pay a fine. Cities 
with a very low score are encouraged to con-
struct more social housing, while cities with a 
high score — these are usually territories of 
modernist housing estates — are encouraged 
to lower the percentage through the demoli-
tion of social housing (and recently through 
selling social housing apartments to the ten-
ants) and the construction of private housing 
for the middle classes.

Paradoxically, the outcomes of renova-
tion in terms of “social mix” can be mitiga- 
ted. In the neighbourhoods destined for 
demolition, the richer population flees the 
social housing and the city faster, while the 
poorer population is predominantly dis-
placed to the boundary of the same city 
[Lelévrier, 2010]. In the end, it is hard to 
measure whether renovation actually helps 
resolve the segregation problem [Lélevrier, 

8. Available at https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/id/LEGITEXT000030556555/ and https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/
loda/id/LEGITEXT000030556555/.
9. Postanovlenie Pravitel’stva Moskvy ot 20.01.1998 g. No 48 «O hode rekonstrukcii pjatijetazhnogo i vethogo zhil-
ishhnogo fonda goroda do 2000 goda».

2006; 2010]. The idea behind “the social mix” 
itself is questioned, namely its ability to fa-
vour integration of more disadvantaged 
populations or its potential for political soli-
darity [Charmes, 2009]. Morphological 
changes are more obvious, and the renova-
tion is described as “the end of grands en-
sembles” [Lelévrier, Noyé, 2012]. Tower and 
slabs are being demolished, and résidentiali-
sation (a set of measures believed to favour 
the appropriation of common spaces by the 
inhabitants, such as installing fences) allows 
for the remodelling of a functionalist space 
to the new urbanism “city at a human scale”. 

Russia: a technical approach to the “housing 
question” 

Unlike France, the legal targets of demoli-
tion in Russia are buildings defined by their 
physical characteristics. Renovation pro-
grams are mostly presented as answers to 
technical issues and legal documents do not 
mention any specific social issue. The first 
Russian demolition program was introduced 
in Moscow with the 1998 decree “On the 
reconstruction of the five-story and dilapi-
dated housing stock of the city until 2000”. 
The legal targets for demolition were the 
most dilapidated series of khrushchevki.9 In 
reality, a building was included in the pro-
gram after an evaluation of its physical state 
[Gunko et al., 2018]. 

The 2008 Saint Petersburg and 2017 
Moscow programs continued this approach 
of targeting specific buildings, even though 
their targets were enlarged, including not 
only the most dilapidated series of khru- 
shchevki — modernist housing estates of 
Khrushchev era. In Saint Petersburg, in the 
renovation program could be included: 
“1) dilapidated housing from the official city 
list, 2) buildings whose actual use does not 
correspond to the legally permitted one, 
3) apartment buildings constructed accord-
ing to standardized projects of 1958–1970, 
4) constructions having 70% or more physi-
cal deterioration, and 5) apartment buildings 
of up to three storeys constructed before 
1966” (City Law № 238-39 passed 
6/05/2008). With such a broad definition, 
almost one quarter of the city’s area could 
be demolished. Though the actual law is less 
ambitious: there is a defined list of neigh-
bourhoods to be included in the program. 
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These are delimited administrative territo-
ries, kvartaly (city blocks), for which the de-
veloper signs a contract with the city. It is 
worth noting that half the neighbourhoods 
are not composed of modernist housing es-
tates but rather of other low density Soviet 
housing: neoclassical Stalinist cottages and 
wooden buildings. In Moscow, renovation 
covers either apartment buildings of the 
“first period of industrial construction”, built 
according to standardized projects of 1957–
1968 and with no more than nine storeys, or 
“analogous in structural elements”.10 The de-
cree indicates that demolition is the only 
solution to the dilapidation of the housing 
blocks and the densification of the city that 
these low buildings cannot absorb. Like in 
Saint Petersburg, there is a list of neigh-
bourhoods affected by renovation, that was 
first defined in 2017 in one city government 
decree and then changed multiple times by 
other decrees. 

Despite the seemingly geographical ap-
proach to renovation that might look com-
parable to the French one, Russia’s renova-
tion adapts another focus. In each neighbou- 
rhood, there is a list of buildings to be de-
molished. The neighbourhoods are not cho-
sen according to the socio-economic charac-
teristics of its population, but purely as 
administrative units. In Russia, officials inher-
ited a Soviet-technical understanding of im-
proving society’s standards of living by pro-
viding the population with the “living space” 
or “housing area” [Amestoy, 2001]: expropri-
ated and new-built housing was allocated by 
area, measured in square metres [Zavisca, 
2012]. The housing construction was also 
measured in area, namely in thousands of 
square metres, and not in housing units. It 
still is; ever since the adoption of the state 
target program Zhilishe in 1993, the govern-
ment has fixed yearly targets of new build-
ings in thousands of square metres for the 
construction sector in order to solve the 
“housing question”.  For Russia, the issue of 
“social mix” is not on the agenda. This could 
be due to the distinct history of the country: 
despite social and economic inequalities that 
were still present in the USSR [Yanowitch, 
Robertson, 1977], the spatial cleavages were 
much less visible in Soviet cities than in capi-
talist ones [Burgel, 1978]. However, in Mos-
cow, this trend seems to reverse itself, as the 

10. Postanovlenie Pravitel’stva Moskvy ot 15.04.2022 N 589-PP «O vnesenii izmenenija v postanovlenie Pravitel’stva 
Moskvy ot 1 avgusta 2017 g. N 497-PP».
11. As soon as during the first official announcement of the implementation of the program: Vstrecha s mjerom 
Moskvy Sergeem Sobjaninym. (2017, February 21). Prezident Rossii. http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/53915.
12. For instance:  https://www.rbc.ru/business/01/11/2021/6156b25b9a7947581d168f33.

social space has become more polarised 
since the fall of the USSR [Vendina, Panin, 
Tikunov, 2019]. Given the fact that land costs 
and apartment prices are high in the central 
areas of Moscow, one would expect that ren-
ovation would bring a richer population into 
these neighbourhoods. Just like in France, 
the layout of mikrorayons is supposed to be 
replaced by the layout of kvartaly. However, 
the dimensions of the new-built housing do 
not correspond to the “human scale” at all. 
New buildings built in the context of renova-
tion were supposed to be no higher than 14 
floors, but much higher buildings have al-
ready been constructed. The districts are 
denser, which may cause congestion of pub-
lic transport and a lack of public services, 
even if the city government explains that 
new infrastructure is supposed to be imple-
mented in the context of the renovation pro-
gram. In Saint Petersburg, given the higher 
heterogeneity of neighbourhoods destined 
for demolition and the less dynamic housing 
market, one would expect a more fragment-
ed and a less attenuated process of popula-
tion change. The level of densification varies 
from neighbourhood to neighbourhood. For 
instance, in one peripheral neighbourhood 
wooden buildings were replaced by high- 
rises. 

These different criteria of inclusion high-
light the influence of the political and social 
context on the legal tools. However, other 
elements also influence the demolition, but 
have not been explicitly mentioned in the 
official legal documents. In Saint Petersburg, 
the public-private partnership form makes it 
clear that profitability is necessary for the 
implementation of the project. In Moscow, 
the mayor and other officials argued that 
the renovation program represents an op-
portunity for the whole economic sphere.11 
This is the official dimension of the financial 
and economic reasons for the implementa-
tion of the program. The renovation will en-
rich a couple of developers12 who will benefit 
from the complete reconstruction of peri-
central areas. 

People and institutions: plebiscitary versus 
(non-)representative democratic practices

Another dimension of the legal target of 
housing demolition is the actors who define 
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the demolition. Who, according to the legal 
documents, is supposed to decide the inclu-
sion of a building in the demolition program, 
and how does it happen in practice? 

France: limits of representative democracy 
and consultative practices

In France, the final list of buildings for demo- 
lition depends on the contents of the vari-
ous “contracts” that specify the types of 
projects (new construction, major repairs, 
demolition) in a specific district. This con-
tract is signed by ANRU, the municipality, 
and other administrative entities financing 
the project (the département, the région, 
the Deposits and Consignments Fund, etc.). 
The implementation of the demolition de-
pends on the agreement of politicians, local-
ly elected representatives, or representatives 
of the government. It is the result of politi-
cal alliances, strategies between mayors and 
other officials, and financial negotiations. 
Residents are not specifically included in the 
law, and consultative procedures, such as 
public meetings, are more symbolic than 
truly effective [Donzelot, Esptein, 2006]. 
Their role has nevertheless been reinforced 
by NPNRU. They are now represented by 
“residents’ councils” and “maisons du projet” 
(temporary buildings located in renovation 
districts where residents can find informa-
tion about the projects), but these were rare 
ahead of the project. However, as some of 
the authorities are elected (by residents) 
representatives, housing demolition can 
have an influence on their political populari-
ty. 

Saint Petersburg: representative versus 
executive power

In Saint Petersburg, the “approximative list” 
of neighbourhoods subjected to demoli-
tion — as it appears in the first version of the 
renovation law — was defined by the city 
government and voted on by the city coun-
cil. This list was made up of suggestions 
from the heads of city rayons (executive 
power of inner-city administrative units) and 
negotiated with the city deputies and the 
city government.13 The “approximative” cha- 
racter of the list was due to the fact that 
technical and economic appraisal of renova-
tion in these neighbourhoods, financed by 
the city budget, was not possible before the 
adaptation of the law by the city council, 
and the city government promised the city 

13. Interview with a city deputy. 

council to establish a “final list” once the ap-
praisal was done. The city government did 
not keep its promise and confirmed the “ap-
proximative list” of renovation neighbour-
hoods shortly after the law was passed by 
the city council. This can be understood as a 
continuation of the long-standing confron-
tation between the city council (heir of the 
Soviet of Leningrad) and the city govern-
ment, unfolding on a city-wide scale.

Moscow: plebiscitary democracy practices

In Moscow, the voluntary character of the 
inclusion of an apartment building in the 
program was emphasized. A municipal de-
cree implementing the renovation program 
defines that a building could be included in 
the program only with the agreement of its 
owners or social renters. There were two 
possibilities for residensts to participate: 
either organize a general assembly of own-
ers, or to take part to the voting organized 
by the city governement [Inizan, Coudroy de 
Lille, 2019]. The building was subjected to 
demolition if the majority of the residents 
are were the demolition. The second possi-
bility was to organise a “general committee 
of owners” (a meeting whose conditions are 
defined in the Housing Code) to include or 
exclude the building. The list of buildings to 
be demolished, first proposed by the city 
government, was then adjusted according to 
the vote of owners and social renters, who 
either excluded their building from the pro-
gram, included it even though they were not 
on the initial list, or agreed to the initial in-
clusion. Thus, some buildings included did 
not correspond to the official criteria of the 
city decree. Inhabitants voted against or for 
renovation although they did not know when 
they would be rehoused. The list of planned 
demolitions was published in July 2017. This 
voting procedure was quite new in Russia. It 
can be understood as an increasing “plebi-
scitary democracy” in Russia [Yudin, 2021], 
and more specifically in Moscow. The imple-
mentation of the application “active citizens” 
of various consultative projects may be in-
terpreted as a way to legitimize the actions 
of public authorities. However, it was suffi-
cient to integrate every resident’s claim and 
expectations. 

One of the surprising consequences of 
the definition of the legal targets of demoli-
tion in Russia is the unexpected politicisa-
tion of some residents. In one neighbour-
hood in Saint Petersburg, a group of local 
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residents engaged in an “apolitical political” 
protest against the demolition [Trumbull, 
2014; Tykanova, Khokhlova, 2019]. They grad-
ually switched from localised actions in the 
neighbourhood to the more politicised ac-
tions on a city-wide scale with more experi-
enced urban heritage protection groups. 
Nonetheless, these new activists refused to 
call their protests “political”. In Moscow, 
some residents decided to run for local mu-
nicipal elections after participating in the 
struggle against demolition [Zhelnina, 2020]. 
The elections of September 2017 saw an un-
precedented number of independent mu-
nicipal deputies being elected. However, 
these deputies were still in a minority com-
pared to the United Russia representatives 
and did not have much political power.

Iterations of the legal documents 
regulating demolition: negotiation inside 
and outside the procedural framework

In France and Russia, the legal targets of 
demolition were not static. In France, the 
contract that the city signed with ANRU was 
often modified by multiple amendments. 
However, the changes could occur outside 
of the legal framework itself. For example, in 
one city in the banlieue of Lyon, there is a 
neighbourhood of modernist housing es-
tates for which the contract for the renova-
tion project is still not adopted. The legal 
targets of demolition are still under discus-
sion between the political forces. The local 
elected officials (mayor on the left and his 
team, joined recently by the council of the 
metropolis of Lyon, now dominated by the 
Greens), based on the will of the residents, 
want to keep and refurbish some housing 
estates, while ANRU originally supported 
complete demolition. 

In Saint Petersburg, there are 23 neigh-
bourhoods included in the program. This 
geography was not defined as such from the 
beginning: following multiple amendments 
in 2008, 2009, 2011 and 2014, 18 neighbour-
hoods that were initially included in the pro-
gram left it, one additional neighbourhood 
was included, and one neighbourhood had 
its perimeter changed.14 This was due to ne-
gotiations that took place before and after 
the first adaptation of the program in 2008. 
For instance, residents of two affluent 
neighbourhoods included in the preliminary 
list published in 2007 voiced their discontent 
at public hearings, and with the help of city 

14. Zakon Sankt-Peterburga. Ob adresnoj programme Sankt-Peterburga «Razvitie zastroennyh territorij v Sankt-Pe-
terburge» (s izmenenijami na 2 ijulja 2020 goda). 

deputies managed to exit the program be-
fore 2008. 

In Moscow, the final list depended on 
the voting procedure that was defined by a 
municipal decree (2 May 2017), published 
even before the law prescribing the exact 
conditions of rehousing was legally adopted. 
It is also worth noting that many conditions 
and guarantees which stand in the final ver-
sion of the law (August 2017) are sometimes 
presented as victories obtained by residents 
who took part in various protests during the 
spring of 2017 [Khmelnitskaya, Ihalainen, 
2021]. Legally, residents who organised com-
mittees of owners can “exclude” their buil- 
ding from the program as soon as they 
want. 

Conclusion: Extending the legal 
geography comparative approach

This article proposed a concept that allows 
us to compare housing demolition in differ-
ent geographical contexts. We suggested 
the concept of “a legal target of demolition” 
to examine demolition from a legal perspec-
tive and take into consideration the geo-
graphical context of the production and ap-
plication of the law. We justified the 
possibility of comparing the demolition of 
modernist housing estates in France, in Mos-
cow and in Saint Petersburg. Finally, we ex-
plored the mutual influences of legal frame-
works and geographical contexts in our case 
studies through the lens of “legal targets of 
demolition”. Their first dimension — spatial 
coverage — revealed two geographical pro-
cesses, namely recentralization in France and 
municipalization in Russia, defining the areas 
of the application of demolition. The second 
dimension — the criteria of inclusion — showed 
two different conceptions of space and of 
housing-related problems. In France demoli-
tion is influenced by the idea that social 
problems are spatially concentrated and can 
be solved through space, in Russia demoli-
tion comes as a solution to a technical prob-
lem of a housing shortage (even though so-
cially constructed and backed by the 
financial interests of the city and develop-
ers). The third dimension — people and insti-
tutions — pointed at surprising constellations 
of democratic and less democratic practices 
in play: renovation in Saint Petersburg 
showed the tension between the represen- 
tative and the executive bodies of the city, 
Moscow’s program showed how plebiscitary 
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democracy can be used to achieve authori-
tarian means, while the French case showed 
the limits of representative democracy. In-
terestingly, both Moscow and Saint Peters-
burg cases opened up the possibility of po-
liticisation through demolition. Finally, 
various iterations of the legal documents 
allowed us to trace procedural/non-proce-
dural negotiations that took place in all 
three cases.

The legal framework of renovation is 
adapted and unequally implemented de-
pending on the different regional or local 
context. This opens other perspectives to 
enlarge this comparative approach. First, we 
focused on two contexts that can be com-
pared because of several points of resem-
blance (modernist housing estates, demoli-
tion-reconstruction policies), but also 
because of the similar experiences of shift-
ing from socialist modes of governmentality 
(Foucault’s gouvernementalité) to neoliberal 
ones. In France, this change since the de-
centralisation laws can be described in terms 
of evolution from “urban government” to 
“urban governance” [Le Galès, 1995] that en-
couraged competition between cities. In 
Russia, the post-Soviet transformation could 
be explained in terms of “the urbanisation of 
transition” [Golubchikov, 2016] which transla- 
ted into the intensification of land use and 
real estate development. Therefore, this 
comparative approach could be extended to 
other countries having experienced a shift of 
governmentality. Although this shift is not a 
discreet movement from point A to point B; 
as Valverde showed in the case of city noise 
regulations, different modes of governmen-
tality can coexist [Valverde, 2011].

Nonetheless, there are limits to such a 
comparison. In France, information about 
the renovation (the list of neighbourhoods 
included and the amount of funding for 
each neighbourhood) is open access. In Rus-
sia, such information is incomplete. In Mos-
cow and Saint Petersburg the stated fun- 
ding is only for the whole program and not 
for each neighbourhood. On a general level, 
the precision and quality of statistical infor-
mation in Russia can also be questioned. The 
varying level of financial transparency and 
democratic development is another obstacle 
to properly comparing France and Russia. 
Opening the black boxes of urban policy 
production (unofficial negotiations, financial 
interests) in both countries is not an easy 
task. Studies have proven than despite the 
difficulties, elected representatives can 
share critical perspectives on public policies 
in France, whereas in Russia, such state-

ments are much more dangerous and can 
incur political pressure and administrative 
penalties. 

References

Agnew J. (1996) Mapping Politics: How Context 
Counts in Electoral Geography. Political ge-
ography, no 15 (2), pp. 129-46.

Amestoy I. (2001) La privatisation des loge-
ments urbains : un processus complexe et en 
évolution. Le cas de Saint-Pétersbourg. Re-
vue détudes comparatives Est-Ouest, 32 (4), 
pp. 153-83. https://doi.org/10.3406/re-
ceo.2001.3120

Bernt M. (2009) Partnerships for Demolition: The 
Governance of Urban Renewal in East Germany’s 
Shrinking Cities. International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research, vol. 33 (3), 
pp. 754-769.

Blomley N., Clark G. (1990) Law, Theory, and 
Geography. Urban Geography, vol. 11 (5), 
pp. 433-446.

Blomley N. (2012) What Sort of Legal Space is 
a City? SSRN Electronic Journal. Published. 
Available at: https://ssrn.com/ab-
stract=2165083 (accessed 10 August 2022).

Bonelli L. (2001) Des quartiers en danger aux 
“quartiers dangereux”. Le Monde Diploma-
tique, no 563, pp. 18-19. 

Bony L., Mellac M. (2020) Introduction. The 
Law: A Plurality of Spaces and Scales. An-
nales de géographie, no 733-734, pp. 5-17. 

Burgel G. (1978) Questions à la Ville Sovié-
tique. Villes en Parallèle, no 1 (1), 
pp. 70-83.

Castells M. (1975) Luttes urbaines. Paris: La 
Découverte.

Charmes É. (2009) Pour une Approche Critique 
de la Mixité Sociale. Redistribuer les popu-
lations ou les ressources? La vie des idées. 
Available at: https://laviedesidees.fr/Pour-
une-approche-critique-de-la-mixite-sociale.
html (accessed 10 August 2022).

Couch C., Sykes O., Börstinghaus W. (2011) 
Thirty Years of Urban Regeneration in 
Britain, Germany and France: The Importance 
of Context and Path Dependency. Progress in 
Planning, no 75 (1), pp. 1–52. 

David J. (2001) Politique de la Ville: Chro-
nologie. Revue française des affaires so-
ciales, no 3, pp. 15-22. 

Delaney D. (2010), The Spatial, the Legal and 
the Pragmatics of World-Making : Nomospheric 
Investigations, New York, Routledge.

Desage F., Journel C., Sala-Pala V. (2014) Le 
Peuplement comme Politiques (Géographie so-
ciale). Presses universitaires de Rennes.

Dikec M. (2006) Two Decades of French Urban 
Policy: From Social Development of Neigh-
bourhoods to the Republican Penal State. An-
tipode, no 38 (1), pp. 59–81. 

Dikec M. (2007) Badlands of the Republic: 
Space, Politics and Urban Policy (1re éd.). 
Wiley-Blackwell.

Donzelot J., Epstein R. (2006) Démocratie et 
Participation: L’exemple de la Rénovation 
Urbaine. Esprit, no 7 (5), pp. 5-34.



G .  I N I Z A N ,  O .  S U S L O V A

A  C O M P A R A T I V E  P E R S P E C T I V E …

6 1

Dufaux F., Fourcaut A. (2004) Le Monde des 
Grands Ensembles. Créaphis.

Drozdz M. (2018) Une Montée en Généralité sous 
Contrôle: Mobilisations Sociales et Rapports 
au Lieu dans les Projets de Régénération Ur-
baine à Londres. La Ville est à Nous! 
Aménagements Urbains et Mobilisations So-
ciales depuis le Moyen-Age. Ed. de la 
Sorbonne, pp. 273–295. 

Epstein R. (2005) Acte II, Scène Première: la 
Fin de la Politique de la Ville? Informa-
tions Sociales, no 121 (1), pp. 88.

Epstein R. (2013) La Rénovation Urbaine — Démo-
lition-reconstruction de l’État. Paris: 
SCIENCES PO.

Epstein R. (2019) (Dé)politisation d’une Poli-
tique de Peuplement: la Rénovation Urbaine 
du XIXe au XXIe Siècle. Le peuplement comme 
politiques. Paris: PUR, pp. 329–354.

Fedorova N. (2021) Stoimost’ stoličnoj pro-
grammy renovacii prevysila ₽6 trln [The 
Price of the Capital Renovation Programme 
has Exceeded ₽6 trln]. Available at: 
https://www.rbc.ru/busi-
ness/01/11/2021/6156b25b9a7947581d168f33 
(accessed 10 August 2022). (in Russian)

Fomicheva E. (2019) Peterburgskij developer 
poterâl vliâtel’nogo akcionera [St. Peters-
burg Developer has Lost an Influential Ac-
tioner]. RBK. Available at: https://www.rbc.
ru/spb_sz/06/12/2019/5dea47929a7947038ef-
b0a82 (accessed 10 Augist 2022). (in Rus-
sian)

François C. (2014) Au Mépris des Locataires. 
Genèses, no 96 (3), pp. 86–109. 

Gill I. (2010) Regional Development Policies: 
Place-Based or People-Centred? VOX CEPR Po- 
licy Portal. Available at: https://cepr.org/
voxeu/columns/regional-development-poli-
cies-place-based-or-people-centred (accessed 
10 August 2022).

Golubchikov O. (2016) The Urbanization of 
Transition : Ideology and the Urban Experi-
ence. Eurasian Economics and Urban Experi-
ence, vol. 57, no 4-5, pp. 607-623.

Gunko M., Bogacheva P., Medvedev A., Kashnit-
sky I. (2018) Mass Housing in Moscow: A Сase 
of Path Dependent Development. Housing Es-
tates in Europe: Poverty, Ethnic Segrega-
tion, and Policy Challenges. Springer, 
pp. 289-311.

Gustave-Huteau C. (2020) Politique de la Ville 
et Territorialisation du Droit: Quelle Ar-
ticulation Juridique entre les Echelons Ter-
ritoriaux et Etatique? Annales de géogra-
phie, vol. 733-734, no 3-4, pp. 138-155.

Hess D., Tammaru T., Van Ham M. (2018) Housing 
Estates in Europe: Poverty, Ethnic Segrega-
tion and Policy Challenges. The Urban Book 
Series. Springer International Publishing.

Holder J., Harrison C. (2003) Law and Geogra-
phy. Current Legal Issues. Oxford University 
Press.

Inizan G., Coudroy De Lille L. (2019) The Last 
of the Soviets’ Home: Urban Demolition in 
Moscow. Geographia Polonica, no 92 (1), 
pp. 37–56. 

Jannière H. (2008) Planifier le Quotidien. 
Voisinage et Unité de Voisinage dans la Con-

ception des Quartiers d’habitation en France 
(1945-1965). Strates. Matériaux pour la re-
cherche en sciences sociales, no 14, 
pp. 21-3821.

Johnson D. L. (2002) Origin of the Neighbour-
hood Unit. Planning Perspectives, no 17 (3), 
pp. 227–245. 

Kaczmarek S. (2019) Ruining, Demolition and 
Regeneration in Urban Space: Sketching the 
Research Problem. Geographia Polonica, 
vol. 92 (1), pp. 5-16.

Kaczmarek S., Kazimierczak J., Coudroy de Lil-
le L., Mongeard L. (2021) La Démolition Ur-
baine: Synergies dans les Recherches Géo-
graphiques entre France et Pologne. Coudroy 
de Lille L., Więckowski M., Le Blanc A., 
Jędrusik M. (Éd.), La Géographie en Partage. 
Coopérations Franco-Polonaises hier et aujo-
urd’hui. Paris: Eur’Orbem Éditions, pp. 75-
90.

Kedar A. (2014) Expanding Legal Geography. 
A Call for a Comparative Approach. 
Braverman I., Blomley N., Delaney D. The Ex-
panding Spaces of Law: A Timely Legal Geog-
raphy. Stanford University Press, pp. 95–
119.

Khmelnitskaya M., Ihalainen E. (2021) Urban 
Governance in Russia: The Case of Moscow 
Territorial Development and Housing Renova-
tion. Europe-Asia Studies, vol. 73 (6), 
pp. 1149-1175. 

Kirszbaum T. (2008) Mixité sociale dans lhabi-
tat. Revue de la littérature dans une per-
spective comparative. La Documentation 
française. Available at: https://halshs.ar-
chives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-01100713.

Korableva E., Shirobokova I., Pachenkov O., 
Bernt M. (2021) Dwelling in Failure: Power 
and Uncertainty in a Socialist Large Housing 
Estate Regeneration Program in Saint Peters-
burg, Russia. Journal of Housing and the 
Built Environment.

Lacoste Y. (1963) Un Problème Complexe et 
Débattu: Les Grands Ensembles. Bulletin de 
l’Association de géographes français, 
vol. 40 (318), pp. 37-46. 

Le Galès P. (1995) Du Gouvernement des Villes 
à la Gouvernance Urbaine. Revue française de 
science politique, vol. 45, pp. 57-95.

Lelévrier C. (2006) Les Mixités Sociales. 
Problèmes politiques et sociaux, no 929. 
Available at: https://signal.sciencespo-ly-
on.fr/numero/1002/Les-mixites-sociales (ac-
cessed 10 August 2022).

Lelévrier C. (2010) La Mixité dans la Rénova-
tion Urbaine: Dispersion ou Re-concentra-
tion? Espaces et societes, vol. 140-141, 
no 1, pp. 59-74. 

Lélevrier C., Noyé C. (2012) La fin des grands 
ensembles? À Quoi sert la Rénovation Ur-
baine. Paris cedex 14: Presses Universi-
taires de France.

Lees L., White H. (2019) The Social Cleansing 
of London Council Estates: Everyday Experi-
ences of “Accumulative Dispossession”. 
Housing Studies, vol. 35 (10), 
pp. 1701-1722. 

Meerovich M. (2017) Snosit nelzya rekonstru-
irovat [Demolish not Reconstruct]. Proekt 



Г О Р О Д С К И Е  И С С Л Е Д О В А Н И Я  И  П Р А К Т И К И Т О М  7 .  № 3 .  2 0 2 2 6 2 

Bajkal [Project Baikal], no 53, 
pp. 78-84. (in Russian)

Melé P. (2008) Introduction: Terri-
toires d’Action et Qualifications 
de l’Espace. Territoires d’action 
Aménagement, Urbanisme, Espace. 
Paris: L’Harmattan, pp. 15–45. 

Mongeard L., Veschambre V. (2019) 
Renovation and Monumentality in 
Social Housing: Analysis of Demo-
litions of Towers and Slabs 
from the Case Study of the Lyon 
Urban Area in France. Geographia 
Polonica, vol. 92 (1), pp. 103- 
119. 

Pan Ké Shon J.-L. (2007) Portrait 
Statistique des Zones Urbaines 
Sensibles. Informations sociales, 
vol. 141 (5), pp. 24-32.

Robinson J. (2015) Comparative ur-
banism: New Geographies and Cul-
ture of Theorizing the Urban. In-
ternational journal of urban and 
regional research, vol 40, no 1, 
pp. 187–199.

Romanova O. (2021) Legal Problems of 
Providing the Renovation of Built-
Up Urban Areas in Russia. IOP 
Conf. Ser.: Earth Environ. Sci, 
vol. 740, pp. 012017. 

Santoire E., Jean D., Garcier R, 
(2020) Quelles méthodes d’enquête 
pour les recherches géo-légales? 
Retour d’expérience à partir de la 
mise en concurrence des conces-
sions hydroélectriques en France. 
Annales de géographie, vol. 733–
734, no. 3–4, pp. 228–249.

Slooter L. (2019) The Making of the 
Banlieue. Cham: Palgrave Macmil-
lan.

Smirnova V. (2019) Territory, Enclo-
sure, and State Territorial Mode 
of Production in the Russian Impe-
rial Periphery. Geographica Hel-
vetica, vol. 74, pp. 13–25. 

Solopova N. (2021) La préfabrication 
en URSS: concepts techniques et 
dispositifs architecturaux. Ber-
lin, DOM Publishers.

Trutnev E. (2015) Gorod i pravo 
[City and Law]. Urban Studies and 
Practices Pilot Issue, pp. 14-33. 
(in Russian)

Trutnev E. (2017) Analiz Zakona 
№ 373-FZ o kompleksnom razvitii 
territorij [Analysis of the Law 
No. 373-FZ about Complex Develop-
ment of the Territories]. Imuŝest-
vennye otnošeniâ v Rossijskoj Fe- 
deracii [Property Relations in the 
Russian Federation], vol. 190 (7), 
pp. 70-81. (in Russian)

Tuvikene T. (2016) Strategies for 
Comparative Urbanism: Post-socia- 
lism as a De-territorialized Con-
cept. International Journal of Ur-
ban and Regional Research, 
vol. 40, pp. 132-146.

Tykanova E., Khokhlova A. (2019) 
Grassroots Urban Protests in 
St. Petersburg: (Non-)Participa-
tion in Decision-Making About the 
Futures of City Territories. In-
ternational Journal of Politics, 
Culture, and Society, vol. 33, pp. 
181-202. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10767-019-9324-3

Urban F. (2011) Tower and Slab: His-
tories of Global Mass Housing. 
Routledge.

Valverde M. (2011) Seeing Like a 
City: The Dialectic of Modern and 
Premodern Ways of Seeing in Urban 
Governance. Law & Society Review, 
vol. 45, no 2, pp. 277–312. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
j.1540-58932011.00441.x.

Van Kempen R., Dekker K., Hall S., 
Tosics I. (2005) Restructuring 
Large Housing Estates in Europe: 
Restructuring and Resistance In-
side the Welfare Industry. 1re éd. 
Bristol University Press. https://
doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt9qgmvx.

Vendina O., Panin A., Tikunov V. 
(2019) The Moscow Social Space: 
Features and Structure. Regional 
Research of Russia vol. 9 (4), 
pp. 383-395.

Vigour C. (2005) La Comparaison dans 
les Sciences Sociales. Paris: La 
Découverte.

Yanowitch M., Robertson M. (1977) 
Social and Economic Inequality in 
the Soviet Union: Six Studies. 
Routledge.

Yudin G. (2021) Rossiya kak plebist-
sitarnaya demokratiya [Russia as a 
Plebiscite Democracy]. Sotsiologu-
cheskoe obozrenie [Russian Socio-
logical Review], vol. 20 (2), 
pp. 9-47. (in Russian)

Zavisca J. (2012) Housing the New 
Russia. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press.

Zhelnina A. (2020) Engaging Neigh-
bors: Housing Strategies and Po-
litical Mobilization in Moscow’s 
Renovation. PhD Thesis, City Uni-
versity of New York.

Zupan D., Smirnova V., Zadorian A. 
(2021) Governing Through 
Stolichnaya Praktika: Housing 
Renovation from Moscow to the Re-
gions. Geoforum, vol. 120, 
pp. 155-164.

КОМПАРАТИВНЫЙ ВЗГЛЯД: ПРАВОВАЯ 
ГЕОГРАФИЯ СНОСА ДОМОВ 
ПРИ ГОРОДСКОЙ РЕНОВАЦИИ 

Инизан Генола, аспирант, Лаборатория 
UMR CNRS 5600 EVS, Университет 
Люмьер Лион 2; 5, av. Pierre Mendès-
France, CP 11, 69676 Bron cedex.
E-mail: guenola.inizan@gmail.com
Суслова Ольга, аспирант, Лаборатория 
UMR CNRS 8134 LATTS, Университет 
Густава Эйфеля; Ecole des Ponts 
ParisTech — LATTS, 6 et 8, avenue 
Blaise Pascal, Cité Descartes, 
F-77455 Marne-la-Vallée cedex.
E-mail: olga.suslova@enpc.fr

Аннотация. В этой статье мы 
представляем концептуальный 
инструмент, который позволяет 
использовать в рамках правовой 
географии сравнительный подход 
к исследованию сноса модернистских 
жилых комплексов в разных 
географических контекстах. Мы 
утверждаем, что «правовые цели сноса» 
являются эффективным критерием для 
проведения такого сравнения. Мы 
обсуждаем четыре измерения этого 
сравнения (пространственный охват, 
критерии включения, люди 
и институции, повторение закона), 
а затем применяем их в трех 
исследовательских случаях: 
Французские национальные программы 
обновления городов (PNRU, 2004-2020 
и NPNRU с 2014 года), Российская 
реновация в Санкт-Петербурге 
(с 2008 года) и в Москве (с 2017 
года). В заключение мы раскрываем 
преимущества и ограничения такого 
сравнительного подхода в двух очень 
разных политических и социальных 
контекстах.
Ключевые слова: реновация; снос 
домов; сравнительные городские 
исследования; правовая география; 
обновление города; модернистские 
жилые комплексы; Франция; Россия; 
Москва; Санкт-Петербург
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