
1

From Matter to Urban Politics
Confronting the Grand Paris Urban Project to 
the Seine River Basin
Toward Reparative Ecologies in the Riverine Territory

Hadrien Cassan
Transitional Territories

P5 Presentation
July 2021



2

  Introduction

  Position

  Problematics

  Proposition
 
  Research Questions

 1 -  Atlas of Deconstruction

 2 - Forensic Exploration 

 3 - Reparative Design

  Conclusion 

TABLE OF CONTENT



3

INTRODUCTION

RESEARCH LOCATION



4

INTRODUCTION

EIFFEL TOUR (1887-89)



5

INTRODUCTION

LUTECE (360)



6

PILES OF SAND (1933)

INTRODUCTION



7

PLANETARY URBANISM

POSITION



8

DAMAGED NATURE

POSITION



9

NEW CLIMATIC REGIME

POSITION



10

PROBLEMATICS

ARTIFICIAL RIVERINE ENVIRONMENT



11

URBANIZATION

PROBLEMATICS



12

EXTRACTIVISM 

PROBLEMATICS



13

How can the urban development ofthe Grand Paris 
become a catalyst toward repair 

of the damaged geological, fluvial and ecological landscapes in the Seine River Basin?

Problem Field

Research Question

Sub-Questions

Territorial Project

Urbanization

Urban Project

Reparative
Co-Beneficial
Relationship

Anthropogenic Territory

Damaged Nature

New Climatic Regime

Expose - To what extend is the urban project of the Grand Paris 
a territorial project in the Seine River basin?�

+ Relational Analysis
+ Critical Representation

Riverine Landscape
as Setting

Methods

Politicize - How does matter become a physical agent for socio-cultural and 
ecological transformation? What externalities derive in the process?

�

+ Theoretical Review
+ Forensic Exploration

Propose - Can an alternative material practice based on care foster renewed 
qualities of life in damaged landscapes? What benefits derive in the process?

�

+ Conceptual Proposition
+ Spatial Design

Problem Statement

Paris is currently experiencing the largest urban re-development of Europe. This urban project is not only 
modifying the relationship between the center and periphery of the city but has large implications beyond 
the urban and into the territorial ‒ particularly the riverine territory of the Seine. The urban project of the 
Grand Paris demands a mobilization of the Seine River Basin ‒ which functionally becomes geared towards 
the city, affecting landscape dynamics, material cyles, ecological systems all along the Seine River Basin.

Urban Transition
as Context

Matter 
as Protagonist

PROPOSITION
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RESEARCH QUESTION

How can the process of constructing the Grand Paris 
become a catalyst for repair of damaged landscapes in the Seine River Basin
towards a co-beneficial relationship between the urban and the territorial?
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TRANSECT OF THE CRITICAL ZONE
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1. ATLAS OF CRITICAL CARTOGRAPHY

Expose - To what extend is the urban project of the Grand Paris a territorial project in the Seine River Basin?
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1.1 MATTER

GEOLOGICAL FORMATION
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1.1 MATTER

COMPOSITION

Grand Paris

National Border

La Seine

Tributaries

Watershed

Tertiary
Fault

Lower Cretaceous 

Upper Jurrassic

Upper Cretaceous

Mid Jurassic
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1.1 MATTER

COMPOSITION
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1.2 TOPOS

COMPOSITION
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1.2 TOPOS

20001900 1950 2020
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1.3 HABITAT

COMPOSITION

Departement
Region

Arrondissement
Commune

Urbanized zone

Highways
Electrical line

Infrastructure

Territorial Subdivision

Territorial Occupation

Nuclear power plant

Nature 2000
Regional natural parks

Protection

Hydrocarbon pipeline
Fuel pipeline
Gas pipeline
Oil pipeline

Water aqueduc/pipeline
Water reservoir

Agriculture fields (mixte)

Forested area (mixte)

Sensitive ecological zone
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1.4 GEOPOLITICS

revenue

investments (€)

forage/extraction

food/goods/ 
fuels

water/energy

matter

pipelines/aquaducts

subsurface

surface

atmosphere

east

air freight imports

west

emissions
41 513 kt/yr

road/rail freight imports

waste exports

ground water 
pollution

waste deposit

22 939 kt/yr

http://metabolisme.paris.fr/#exploration/water/paris/2015

http://metabolisme.paris.fr/#article/matter/idf

ALTERATIONS
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1.0 ATLAS CONCLUSIONS

Expose - To what extend is the urban project of the Grand Paris is a territorial project in the Seine River Basin?

The Territorial and Urban relationship can be classified as unilateral and damaging:

(1) uneven exchange of benefits and externalities 

(2) significantly altered landscapes with a single use perspective

(3) onthologically modified the functioning of non-human systems 

The Watershed as Serving Territory for the Urban:

(1)  Associating geological composition with mineral extraction: from matter to material

(2) Artificializing the River for ease of navigation and trade creating a casade of 
complications: the acentuation of flood risks and need for further artificialization, the 
deterioration of  non-human habitat, and the suppresion of hydrological and geological 
interactions (sedimentation)

(3) Growing urban demands for housing (and miss-management of existing stock) 
are further developing a utilitarian perspective of the river as a source of material and 
exhausting its resources

(4) The Grand Paris, due to its concentration of ‘urban’ has centralizated flows and 
infrastructures and has become an anthropogenic gravitational point in the watershed
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2. FORENSIC EXPLORATION

Politicize - How does matter become a physical agent for socio-political restructuring in the Grand Paris 
and for ecological transformation in the Territory? 
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2.1 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

URBANISM AND CRISIS
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2.1 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

HAUSSMANN RENOVATIONS (1853-1870)
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2.1 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

HAUSSMANN RENOVATIONS (1853-1870)
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2.2 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

 ADMINISTRATIVE LANDSCAPE
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2.2 CURRENT URBAN LANDSCAPE

SOCIAL VULNERABILITY INDEX
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2.2 CURRENT URBAN LANDSCAPE 

URBAN CLASSIFICATION
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2.3 CURENT CRISIS

SOCIO-CULTURAL IDENTITY
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2.3 CURENT CRISIS

ENVIRONMENTAL
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2.4 URBAN TRANSITION

THE GRAND PARIS EXPRESS
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2.4 URBAN TRANSITION

RELATED URBAN OUTCOMES

200 km 
underground metro

68
station

neighborhoods

70 000 
units/yr
(2020-30)

€40 bn 
investment in GPE
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2.4 URBAN TRANSITION

The Grand Paris project, the biggest European urban development 
project in recent decades, will transform Paris into a genuine 21st 
century global metropolis. Paris has not experienced development 
of this scale since Baron Haussmann’s urban renewal programme 
in the 1860s.

200 km 
underground metro

500 000 000 t
construction debris

(2020-35)

45 000 000 t 
 excavated soil

(2020-30)

68
station

neighborhoods

70 000 
units/yr
(2020-30)

€40 bn 
investment in GPE

OUTCOMES FOR THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY
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2.4 URBAN TRANSITION

CONSTRUCTIONS AND DEMOLITIONS
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2.4 URBAN TRANSITION

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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2.4 URBAN TRANSITION

LA DEFENSE (2020)
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2.5 FROM POLITICAL AGENDAS TO MATERIAL REALITIES
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2.5 MATERIAL DATABASE

The true origins of a building is underground: it is the extraction of natural resources, the geolo-
gy that lies below our feet that forms the city

Lara Almarcegui (2017)

Concrete
� ��� ��� kt

Stone
��� ��� kt

Aggregates (non concrete)
��� ��� kt

Wood
�� ��� kt

Steel
�� ��� kt

Brick
�� ��� kt

Other
�� ��� kt

MATERIAL DATABASE OF THE ILE-DE-FRANCE
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After water, concrete is the most widely used substance on Earth. If the cement industry were 
a country, it would be the third largest carbon dioxide emitter in the world with up to 2.8bn 
tonnes, surpassed only by China and the US.

Jonathan Watts

2.5 MATERIAL DATABASE

MATERIAL DATABASE OF THE GRAND PARIS

Concrete
800 000 kt

Excavated Dirt + Limestone
45 000 000 tonnes (2020-30)

66% inertes 
12% sulfated
20% non-inertes, non dangerous 2% polluted

Construction Debris
500 000 000 tonnes (2020-30)
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2.5 MATERIAL PRACTICE: 21th CENTURY  
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2.5 MATERIAL PRACTICE: 21th CENTURY  
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2.5 MATERIAL PRACTICE: 21th CENTURY  
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2.5 MATERIAL PRACTICE: 21th CENTURY  
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2.5 MATERIAL PRACTICE: 21th CENTURY  
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2.5 MATERIAL PRACTICE: 21th CENTURY  



51

2.6 FROM MATERIAL PRACTICES TO SPATIAL EXTERNALITIES
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2.6 FROM MATERIAL PRACTICES TO SPATIAL EXTERNALITIES

2730

2730

Extraction LandscapeSeabed Urban Landscape Peri-Urban Debris Landscape

new metro channel 
30m

40m

20m

10m

tunnel boring machine

removal of  topsoil/vegetation
seabed dredging

applied movement
truck / conveyor belt

demolition
construction

15m

converted dock - for 
concrete manufacturing

applied movement
truck / conveyor belt

PROCEDURAL TRANSECT



53

URBAN MATTER

2. FORENSIC CONCLUSIONS 

Politicize - How does matter become a physical agent for socio-political and ecological transformation in the Grand Paris ? 
What externalities derive in the process?
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3. REPARATIVE RIVERINE VISION

Propose - Can an alternative material practice based on care foster repair of qualities of life in damage landscapes?
What co-benefits can derive in the process

 1. Define Reparative Design as Material Practice

 2. Understanding the physical and systemic state of damage

 3. Work with different forms of knowledge toward renewing qualities of productive fertility 
 
 4. Offer co-benefits for both Humans and Non-Humans and both the Territorial and the Urban
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3.0 POSITIONING THE DESIGN PROJECT

 Intervention in Space and in the Construction Process

 The Urbanist as an Agent of Repair 

 Design as Facilitator of Reparative Processes

extraction

urbanismgeology

hydrological systems
ecological systems
bio-climatic systems

extraction

deterritorialization

urbanizationgeology matter materialmatter material

proposal

status quo

hydrological systems

ecological systems

bio-climatic systems

POSITION
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3.1 REPAIR AS MATERIAL PRACTICE

Broken nature (symptomes)

(�) altered landscapes: provoked by capital-seeking status quo practices significantly damaging ecological systems.
(�) unilateral relationship: current uneven ‘give and take’ relationship between Paris < - > Territory. Surpass the one-way 
exchange between serving territory and feeding territory.
(�) suppression of possibilities: the active state of impossibility for various communities and ecosystem to flourish.

Reparative Practice (remedies)

(�) Recognition of agency: The urban (the human) giving legal agency to the River and its environment. Recognizing it as an alive 
and dynamic entity.
(�) Creation of a co-beneficial relationship:  Ecological rehabilitation as productive: not only physically but systemically (from 
source of matter to source of  process)
(�) Healing of damaged ecosystems and geologies: Incorporation of care towards human, non-human, and more than human 
processes

co-constructiveunilateral 
benefits

GRAND 
PARIS

SEINE 
TERRITORY

exploitation

externalities

GRAND 
PARIS

SEINE 
TERRITORY

possibilities

exchange

BROKEN REPAIR

(emissions and spatial 
fragmentation...)

(materials and 
resources)

(functional and 
physical)

(growth and 
developement)

SUBJECTIVE REPAIR
OBJECTIVE REPAIR
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Sequena Healing Shrine, 1st Century BC

The laws we have are not rising to the threats we face. Legal structures that treat rivers 
and nature as an object for human exploitation are enabling today’s crises. A 
Rights of Nature approach offers transformative change at a time where it could not 
be needed more.

Monti Aguirre, Latin America Coordinator at International Rivers.

3.1 REPAIR AS MATERIAL PRACTICE

SUBJECTIVE REPAIR
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inflammation reconstruction proliferation maturation

The notion of ‘reparative’ hold strings with the reparative system that an organism 
starts when damage is experienced. Thinking-with this biological, cultural, and 
performative, we propose the reparative as the starting point for learning to notice 
life-giving potentialities in the Anthropocene [...] Understanding what emerges 
in the ruins and exploring whether there are possibilities of life that goes beyond 
the Anthropocene.

Emmy Laura Perez Fjalland and Kristine Samson (2018)

Diagram of the Human Reparative System

PHYSICAL REPAIR

3.1 REPAIR AS MATERIAL PRACTICE
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3.3 REGIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
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3.4 LA BASSÉE
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3.4 LA BASSÉE
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3.4 LA BASSÉE

Nogent Nuclear Powerplant 

National Ecological Reserve

Active Aggregate Quarries

REGIONAL IMPORTANCE
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3.4 LA BASSÉE

MACRO SCALE
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3.4 LA BASSÉE

LANDSCAPE DEVELOPMENT
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3.4 LA BASSÉE

GEOLOGICAL COMPOSITION AND EXHAUSTION
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

inflammation reconstruction proliferation maturation
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Critical Transitional Zone Soften Edges Growth of Ecologies

Sedimentation ExchangeWater RetentionGradient of Wetness

water land

pioneer

established

3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

SPATIAL STRATEGIES
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

AREA OF FOCUS
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

SPATIAL STRATEGIES
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

ACTIVE QUARRIES
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

INUNDATED EXHAUSTED QUARRIES
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

RIVERINE MORPHOLOGY
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

GEOMORPHOLOGY
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

POSIBILITY FOR ALTERNATIVE WATER MOVEMENT
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

ENTRY POINTS
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

FLOOD EVENTS
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

DEGREES OF WETNESS
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

REHABILITATED VEGETATED NETWORKS
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

REPARATIVE DEVELOPMENT
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

CURRENT STATE



81

3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

CURRENT STATE
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

PIONEER STATE (2-3 YRS)
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

ESTABLISHED STATE (5-10 YRS)
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

FLOOD EVENT (5-10 DAYS)
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groundwater
replenishment

soft edges as
spawning habitat

marshland as
habitat

vegetation as 
pollutant filter

excavated urban soil as
ecological structure 

tree as 
carbon sequestor

aquatic vegetation as 
water purifier

3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

WETLAND
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groundwater
replenishment

roots as 
soil structure

elevated path as 
sensitive connector

stewardship as 
participative

technology as
educational tool

tree as 
carbon sequestor

vegetation as 
water infiltrator

3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

ALLUVIAL FOREST
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

INTERACTING
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

CONSTRUCTED LANDSCAPE
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3.5 REPAIRING LA BASSÉE

ANTHROPOGENIC STITCHING
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3.6 REPARATIVE LA BASSÉE

MACRO SCALE
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3.7 REPARATIVE WATERSHED
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INLANDGRAND 
PARISSEAWARD

material extraction

drinking water

seabed mining

waste water

excavated soilssedimentation

carbon 
release

building

distribution

carbon 
storage

oxygen
release

carbon 
capture

demolition infill

defense retention

carbon
capture

oxygen
release

deposits erosion

filtration recharge

void

extraction

carbon 
storage

depleation

discharge

carbon 
release

building

pollution

fluvial floodgroundwater

terrestrial
photosynthesis

marine 
photosynthesis

construction emissionsurban emissions

retention
basin

floodable
zone

tidal 
zone

riverine 
trail

fluvial
forest

vegetated
riverbanks

wetland

source

wetland

3.8 SYSTEMIC SYNTHESIS
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CONCLUSION 
(PROJECT)

How can the process of constructing the Grand Paris 
become a catalyst for repair of damaged landscapes in the Seine River Basin 
towards a co-beneficial relationship between the urban and the territorial?

Embeded
Extractive
Practices

Urbanism of 
Care

reparative 
design

forensic 
research

Urbanism of 
Care

exploiting
communities

exploiting
environments

forensic 
research

SEINE RIVER
TERRITORY

GRAND PARIS 
URBAN PROJECT

SEINE RIVER
TERRITORY

GRAND PARIS 
URBAN PROJECT
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CONCLUSION 
(PROJECT)

Embeded
Extractive
Practices

Urbanism of 
Care

reparative 
design

forensic 
research

Urbanism of 
Care

exploiting
communities

exploiting
environments

forensic 
research

SEINE RIVER
TERRITORY

GRAND PARIS 
URBAN PROJECT

SEINE RIVER
TERRITORY

GRAND PARIS 
URBAN PROJECT
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CONCLUSION
(PROCESS)
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