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Path dependencies and change in transport and urban planning policies 

Comparative overview of three European cities

Introduction

At first glance, it would appear that there is a certain paradox with regard to urban transport in Europe. On the one hand, there is a clear political desire to reduce the use of cars in cities, which is manifest in the legal apparatus and investments in public transport infrastructure. On the other hand, these investments have had varying degrees of success and do not seem to have encouraged modal transfers from car use to public transport. What is behind this paradox and how have some agglomerations, such as Basle and Grenoble, managed to buck this trend and curb the rise in urban car traffic? What are the decisive factors which have allowed these cities to adopt a different transport policy, while dozens of other cities are stuck in a rut of apparently ineffective measures?

To address these issues, we believe that answers could be found through a comparison of the long-term trajectories of agglomerations’ transport and urban planning policies. After all, any action taken by the public authorities is not only dependent on the spatial context but is also a defining factor thereof. Integrating the time aspect in the study of transport and urban policies allows us to consider assorted elements of materialisation and consolidation of policies in the urban space: the objects produced – infrastructures, the built environment; the framework in which these objects are produced – the standards and regulations; the production process – the institutions involved and forms of government; and cognitive support given to the decision. Studies on unbuilding cities (Hommels, 2005a, p. 5) invite us to place formal breaks and urban change within a perpetual process of construction/destruction/reconstruction. Cities are built and organised by sociotechnical artefacts; they are fashioned, modified and appropriated as part of a long process. These artefacts are embedded within various spatial, social, economic, technological and political contexts – in terms of both their production and their change. They fix cities territorially and endow the urban space with a certain obduracy. For André Corboz (2001, p. 228), the territory is like a palimpsest, made of irreversible actions, of objects positioned in sequence, forming a unique assembly. Thus, the long time links politics and space, allowing for the embodiment of decisions, the implementation of public policies and the production of effects. 

Objects, standards, institutions, cognitive framewroks, uses and social structures root urban planning and transport policies firmly at the territorial level. At the same time, however, the temporal properties of these dimensions vary (from the obduracy of technical objects to the impermanence of cognitive frameworks from the slow development of sociospatial structures to the permanent changes of uses and practices). In this way, current policies refer back to the constraints and resources of previous policies. However, the duration of these constraints varies according to the object produced, as well as to the conditions and effects of its production. The variable temporal properties of public policy, which are more or less reversible, more or less sustainable, more or less swift, should be clearly outlined.

What is the speed of political and social change and of the renewal of intervention frameworks in terms of instruments, products, and effects of public policy? In what measure and with what intensity do infrastructures and urban forms, spatial morphology, cognitive frameworks, instruments and institutions represent factors of irreversibility or change of policies relative to transport or urban planning? Finally, between trajectories and breaks, what are the dynamics of path dependencies and what are the conditions to escape them?

Starting with historic monographs of Karlsruhe in Germany, and Clermont-Ferrand and Grenoble in France, we will examine the major factors of dependence and change and their spatial effects: infrastructures, urban morphology, the cognitive frameworks of public policy, instruments and institutions.

1- Methodology

A comparative approach was chosen to examine the different trajectories relative to transport and urbanism in a temporal perspective. This choice was motivated both by the wish to reduce complexity and by the will to nourish the study by confronting contrasting territories. The comparison operates at two levels: an international level, with six case studies in Germany, France and Switzerland, making it possible to assess the impact of legal provisions and norms in each country, and the global references that drive the area; then a comparison between agglomerations of comparable size in each of these countries (300 000 to 600 000 inhabitants).

For the second level of comparison, choices were made according to the use of means of transport (measured in terms of cars per household and daily use of public transport). An agglomeration characterised by intense car use was identified for each country, plus an agglomeration in which other means of transport are important. Such a choice allowed us to establish “extreme areas” relative to means of transport for each country, and thus to assess a priori, by comparison, the presence of solidified habits. In terms of the applicability of results, such an approach also allows for the examination of the conditions for the emergence, the obstacles and limits of policies aiming to reduce the use of automobiles in cities. The metropolitan areas of Oldenburg and  Karlsruhe (Germany), Clermont-Ferrand and Grenoble (France), Lausanne and Basle (Switzerland) were selected as investigation sites. 

Insert table 1 

After gathering documentation on national policies relative to transport and urban planning, with a focus on the production of norms and laws which enabled us to identify national cognitive frameworks, and a study of the geographic, sociodemographic and morphological situation of each of the six cities, every site was analysed for the trajectories of public policies with regard to transport and urbanism between 1950 and 2000. We defined trajectories of urban policies as: the course which in a given city charts a linear and continuous perspective of the development of urban and transport policies in the medium or long term, of the conditions of their production, and their effects. Over five decades a city may thus experience several trajectories, changes of course and breaks in its public policies. In particular, the study of these trajectories should pinpoint decisions and events that marked them, and the possible modifications that occurred. The objective of such an examination is to determine the degree of irreversibility and obduracy of the policies implemented, and the factors that determine irreversibility or change. 

In line with the problems defined and the selected comparative research approach, the influence of local political conditions, of infrastructures, social and spatial differences, institutions and cognitive frameworks on trajectories and possible breaks were analysed for each case. We used three main materials: first, a study of the local press since the 1960s, focusing on transport and urban development; second, a record of the documents and public reports dealing with the agglomeration’s major projects; third, extensive interviews with the significant players (decision-makers, political representatives, technicians whether working or retired, heads of user associations, political parties). The interview grid aimed to boost the memory of the interviewees over a ten to fifteen year period, and then confront it with the documentary materials. Our monographs took a careful view of the importance of recent changes generated by urban projects and transport policies that are being implemented now and for less than five years. The temporal perspective is too short.  

We formalised local trajectories, linking different temporal dimensions of public policies and going beyond purely party political factors of change such as alternation and democratic upheavals, to arrive at a systemic analysis of the paths that characterise each town.   This systemic approach led us to take a good look, case by case, in the three countries, six cities and as many possible public policy trajectories, at the potential impact of factors such as infrastructures, laws, institutions, cognitive frameworks, sociospatial structures and social practices on urban inertia or change. Six complete historic monographs were written, presenting a detailed view of each trajectory, the main trends relative to urbanisation and the changes in public policy over the last fifty years. These six monographs provided secondary research material which allowed us to produce a general analytic framework to understand the different types of relations between past and present urban and transport policies.

2. Three types of relations between past and current urban policies 
Going out from the six monographs, we shall not present an encompassing overview of all the sites, but a typology of the types of dependence between current and past public policies relative to urbanism and transport. The examples of Karlsruhe, Clermont-Ferrand and Grenoble enabled us to identify three models which may be considered as typical of certain forms of interaction between past and present urban policies. 

Karlsruhe first: it represents a certain virtuous pathway, revolving around a politically controlled, stable and continuous innovative urbanism and transport strategy spanning the past three decades. The model of Karlsruhe evokes Basle, which is similar in its innovation in the area of public transport (tram-train, transborder regional train). On the other hand, the Basle model of restricting car traffic in the city centre is reaching its limits, and causing urban development to stagnate. The opposite is true of Karlsruhe which – alongside its innovative dynamics - continues to ascribe an important position to cars in the city centre and to ensure its vitality via the construction of new business facilities. 

Let us now consider Clermont-Ferrand, a case that lets us highlight enforced dependencies between past policies, infrastructures and social structures. This path dependence dominates current public policy, gives policies little autonomy and limits the realm of possibilities. In parallel with Clermont-Ferrand, we might identify a situation of sociotechnical dependence in Oldenburg (Germany), marked by path dependence shaped by monolithic choices in favour of motor vehicle traffic and low urban density, never questioned nor influenced by new orientations. In a different way, Lausanne also suffers from forced dependence on the past, although its principal components are the inertia of institutional architecture and the not-to-be-overcome fragmentation of its municipal territories.

Finally, Grenoble, presents an image of break and change. This is fed not only by sociotechnical innovation within the metropolitan perimeter and the ongoing consolidation of the tram network, but by making the tram an instrument for an urban requalification policy and stronger centrality. Of course this change was not only based on new normative frameworks and new technical objects, but also on a renewed public policy cognitive framework, closely linking public transport and urbanism. 

We shall illustrate the three models of relations between past and present public policy by presenting the three typical cases we have identified, and then discussing the theoretical and analytical implications of the results. 

2.1. The pathways of innovative urbanism: the example of Karlsruhe

Karlsruhe has pursued a tradition of innovative urbanism since its founding in 1715: an initial half circle layout, urbanism operations carried out since the early 20th century on the occasion of the relocation of the train station, the creation of peripheral garden cities during the same period, architectural experiments inspired by the Bauhaus movement, the reconstruction of the city centre after World War II, the planning of new housing developments along the main tram lines, and more recently, the construction of new neighbourhoods in the city centre on a former railway site. This tradition spawned an urban culture revolving around large scale projects and cooperation between municipalities. Indeed, since the beginning of the 20th century, much of Karlsruhe’s growth was due to its merging with numerous smaller surrounding municipalities, making for continuous urban expansion. The original city plan, with the castle and the woods in the north which could not be built up, limited growth. This meant that urban expansion had to be based on the acquisition of additional territories from neighbouring municipalities. As of the 1970s, an ongoing urbanism policy was made possible by the establishment of supramunicipal bodies in charge of planning. In 1976, the Land Baden Württemberg introduced Nachbarschaftsverbände (neighbourhood associations) to connect its densely settled regions. The aim was to improve coordinated planning and joint land occupancy by the municipalities. This project came to an end in 1985.

To get back to the question of urbanism: it must be noted that Karlsruhe was destroyed to 35% during World War II, and to 50% in the city centre. The engineer Günther Klotz was in charge of removing the rubble. This Social Democrat later became the first mayor of Karlsruhe (in 1952) and was in office until 1970. Otto Ernst Schweizer’s urban reorganisation plan, dating back to 1944, had been based on the idea of a peripheral ring of housing projects. The first project constructed along these lines was the Waldstadt development in 1957. It consists of terraced houses and houses laid out along a cul-de-sac plan. Work on the construction of the Oberreut development for 12 000 people began in 1963. Between 1946 and 1970, the population grew from 172 000 to 260 000. 

The main elements to be gleaned from this urban development analysis are: on the one hand the preservation of strong density, both in the city centre and in the peripheral settlements, and of a low level of social segregation. The developments are not ghettos for certain categories of the population, and varied architectural solutions attract different types of households.

Thus Karlsruhe’s public transport policy was based on a culture of large scale housing projects and strong cooperation between the centre and the outlying municipalities. Karlsruhe’s main train station was inaugurated in 1843 in the southern part of the inner city, near the Kriegsstrasse. In 1902, the government of the Land of Baden decided its relocation, and it occupies its present site since 1913. Trams were privatised in 1905, and the city stepped up the extension of the tram network towards the new western districts as far as the new port with its industrial zone. But the relocation of the main train station presented one major inconvenience: it cut the Albtalbahn off from the main line network and thus required its users to reach the central station by tram. To solve this problem the city of Karlsruhe bought the Albtalbahn in 1957 and began to modernise it. The Albtalbahn is a local train line which services a number of municipalities located to the south of Karlsruhe. It was integrated into the city’s urban tram network in 1958, giving rise to Karlsruhe’s public transport model.

Yet Kalrsruhe is not a particularly public transport friendly city. In fact, it is among the German cities with the highest rates of car traffic. As early as 1958, the municipal council had to cope with the urgent need for new parking spaces. On the other hand the global post-war trend to dismantle tramlines was not followed in Karlsruhe. Proposals to replace trams by buses met with little support, probably due to recent investments required to link up with the Albtalbahn. In 1960, the municipal council headed by Günther Klotz decided to preserve and extend the tram network. At the time, proponents and opponents of trams were to be found across the political spectrum.  The fact that the tram was finally preserved was largely due to the mayor, a great defender of rail traffic and a pioneer in the area of transport policy. As early as 1968, he declared that his aim was to create a city adapted to all transport modes. 

This marked the beginning of a movement to modernise and extend urban transport. As of 1970, a political movement called for the curtailment of traffic in the town and the introduction of a pedestrian area. Otto Dullenkopf, of the Christian Democratic Party, ran for mayor in 1970 and proposed to promote urban planning adapted to people and not to cars. Elected on the strength of this program, he remained in office until 1986, initiating a period which saw more and more studies on public transport improvement. The first such study, motivated by increasing problems generated by road traffic, was commissioned in 1970, and dealt principally with a project to move the Kaiserstrasse trams underground. The study recommended to keep the 5 tram lines above ground and to bury the main lines and those going to the suburbs. The tunnel was to be financed to 80% by subsidies from the federal government and the Land. Alongside these studies, the public transport offer was systematically upgraded. The first pedestrian areas made their appearance in 1972, and were systematically extended. 

At the end of the 1970s, innovation in the sphere of urbanism seemed to be stalling (no large-scale projects) and shifted to the area of public transport. This laid the groundwork for a new model which has been widely copied: the tram-train. Passenger transfer at the central train station (which lies outside the city) was frequently cited as an obstacle to regional public transport in Karlsruhe. Thus, in 1983, the local public transport commission drew up a proposal to extend the regional Nord- and Südbahn by using rail lines. Three alumni of Karlsruhe University came up with the idea of running tram-trains on main line railways: Professor Gerhard Bernstein (Karlsruhe University, Department of Railway Sytems), Horst Emmerich (German Federal Railways) and Dieter Ludwig (director of urban and regional public transport). They established key contacts between transport companies, the municipality of Karlsruhe and the research sector. 

In 1983, a feasibility study on the establishment of medium distance passenger rail services (S-Bahn, Réseau Express Régional) in small conurbations by using already existing infrastructure was commissioned and subsidised by the Federal Ministry for Research and Technology.  The study proposed the Karlsruhe to Bretten connection as a trial line. Unified fares were to be introduced, lower than cumulative fares, and stations were built in densely populated centres. The project included fixed interval service timetables, a single fare, adapted connecting trips and express lines. Between 1985 and 1999 the number of passengers increased from 62 to 130 million; the network grew from 88 kilometres to over 400. Peripheral municipalities were linked directly to the city centre, and enjoyed better servicing thanks to additional terminals in the municipalities. 

Paradoxically, the overwhelming success of the model and the extension of the network created a serious problem for the Kaiserstrasse as a pedestrian and business street: the number of trains along the main segment (one run in each direction per minute at peak hours). In 1992, the city administration proposed to construct a tram tunnel under the Kaiserstrasse, a project that was deemed necessary already in 1989, and was meant to boost the new tram-train lines. Both the Green Party and the liberal FDP opposed the project, whereas the CDU (Christian Democrats) and the SPD (Social Democrats) saw it as the best solution. In a plebiscite on 20 October 1996, 67% of the voters refused the project. After further studies a second vote was organised in 2002.  This time, 55% voted in favour of building a tunnel for road traffic under the Kriegstrasse and a tunnel for tramways running parallel to the Kaiserstrasse. Road traffic in the Kriegsstrasse will thus be completely buried, whereas tram-trains will run above ground. In the Kaiserstrasse, trams will run underground, making the street available for pedestrians and shops.  

We see that long term innovative dynamics in terms of urban planning and development, the linking of the centre and of the outlying districts, and the reorganisation of public transport have  reached their limits with the concentration of traffic flows in Karlsruhe’s main street. At present the sustainability of the model depends on the city’s capacity to resolve its traffic congestion problems. On the other hand, the 1990s were marked by renewed innovative urban planning projects: the relocation of the freight station made room for a new neighbourhood. A large shopping centre was meant to boost the town centre, though at the price of an underground parking lot to facilitate multimodal access. The former American army barracks have been rehabilitated in a contemporary architectural project, giving rise to a new housing development which is growing fast (the prolongation of the tramline to service it is nearly finished). The old airport is a further promising site.  

To conclude, Karlsruhe’s innovative town planning and public transport tradition has given rise to dense and relatively desegregated – in an international comparison - urban structures. Above all, its original and early processes of intermunicipal cooperation have linked Karlsruhe up with its neighbouring municipalities with no threshold effect. With the arrival of the tram-train in these municipalities (the network now covers over 400 km), one can observe the spread of urban innovation (relatively dense periurban neighbourhoods clustered around public transport). Heilbronn is exemplary in this respect: not content with the arrival of the tram-train (terminal in the main station) the municipal government decided to build a new tram network in the city centre and to conduct an urban renovation campaign to this effect. 

2.2. Sociotechnical path dependencies: Clermont-Ferrand as an exemplary case

Clermont-Ferrand represents a quintessential example of post World War II urban planning in France, revolving around two sectoral policies: housing and road infrastructure. This infrastructural ideal was nourished by a stable political and institutional environment. Between 1945 and 1997, Clermont-Ferrand had only two mayors, both Socialists: Gabriel Montpied between 1945 and 1973, and Roger Quilliot between 1973 and 1997. In the early 1950s the town boasted an exceptionally tightly knit tram network. However, the growth of the automobile industry upped the impact of automobile traffic in the capital of Auvergne and the urgent need – here as elsewhere – to dismantle tramlines. The Michelin housing developments had played a structuring role in low cost housing policies until the 1960s. Subsequently Michelin became less involved, leaving the field to the city of Clermont. The municipality launched a vast public housing program, fired by the will to generate sociodemographic stabilisation and specialisation. The volume of public housing that was built can be explained by exceptional political programming instruments: each time a piece of property became available, the municipal administration (Mairie) proposed all of the priority sectors to social backers, who were thus able to choose freely. Avoiding all risk of gentrification of the town centre doubled the consequences of dirigistic planning policies. The middle and affluent classes flocked to where the real estate market was dynamic, i.e. to the outskirts of town - Chamalières, stronghold of the local conservative and right wing community. The rest of the city’s land and real estate market remained relatively stagnant, which did nothing to further the renewal of private ownership, especially in the city centre.  

Urban policies boiled down exclusively to public housing policies, leaving aside issues of urban requalification and the attractiveness of the city centre. “Clermont the discreet should remain so”, said Roger Quilliot. According to the former mayor, the local inhabitants as hard workers should not be heavily taxed and should benefit from low cost housing and sociocultural facilities. 1980 marked a turning point in this urban policy, which disqualified the city centre. With the building of the Laud shopping complex the municipality of Clermond entered into direct competition with the outlying shopping centres. It acquired infrastructure that habitually characterizes periurban areas, generating the same consumer patterns, and stepping up the death of small businesses in the old city centre. 

Also according to Roger Quilliot, the inhabitants of Clermont Ferrand have enough recreational areas in the near vicinity, making public projects for such spaces or parks superfluous. The mountains of the Auvergne are their garden. All one has to do is grant them easy access via an effective road network. As of the mid-1960s, the main road system scheme was implemented systematically: the north and eastbound 72, A71, A75 motorways, the Riom bypass and various detours around peripheral towns. In 1986, the newspaper La Montagne announced the opening of a new four lane feeder road with the slogan “make room for asphalt”. In fact, Roger Quilliot abandoned this policy only in the 1990s. In consequence, the Clermont-Ferrand conurbation is structured around the automobile. This is shown by the evolution of the modal split, documented in the household surveys of 1969 and 1992. In 1969, 46% of trips were made on foot, 33% by automobile and 9% by public transport. In 1992, the corresponding percentages had shifted to 24%, 63% and 9%. Between 1992 and 2003, moreover, the results of the household survey showed a first-time fall in public transport use, which now represented only 7%, with  27% going to walking and 64% to motor vehicles. 

Clermont-Ferrand’s well-functioning centre, with housing and sociocultural facilities but poor urbanism, well connected by a dense road network and urban boulevards, stands in sharp contrast to a periphery presenting exceptional landscape qualities. These factors caused the middle classes to flee the city. For them, as of the mid 1960s, the move to the periphery represented a strong symbol of residential and social upward mobility. More modest parties left for a one-family suburban home between 1970 and 1980. This trend became even stronger as of 1985, to the point that the urban fabric of the Clermont conurbation bears witness to the different periods of this periurban movement. Thus the pioneers of the 1970s inhabit the first ring of houses, while the newcomers of the late 1980s settled in the second and third ring. The policy of exclusively public housing in the centre and the successive periurban processes generated a segregated urban geography, which has lastingly marked the territory. We can measure this phenomenon by the average taxable income by housing area. Whereas for the Greater Clermont area, taxable income globally amounts to 15 050 €, it is only 12 900 € for Clermont City but reaches 20 170 € for Clermont West (source: based on the 1999 census). Social differentiation is in fact increasing, with wealth growing by practically nil (0.2%) in Clermont City between 1995 and 1999, and by 2.2% for Greater Clermont (source: Clermont Métropole, 2003).

In spite of this self-imposed social specialisation of the city centre, of greater car use and periurbanisation, some new elements cropped up with the first moves to modernise the public transport system. Thus, exclusive lanes were introduced in the late 1970s. These reserved lanes and other investments were to 50% state-financed through the Charles Fiterman plan (infrastructure and equipment). Subsequent projects were abandoned for lack of funding. In the late 1980s, the Communist members of the municipal council proposed to relaunch a reserved way public transport project. However, this was not to cut down on car use, but to save public transport from bankruptcy. The project for a north-south tramline was officially proposed to the municipal council only in 1995; it was finally inaugurated in 2002. A first call for tenders launched in 1996 for the supply of rolling stock was deemed unsatisfactory, and the solution of a “tramway on tires “ was put on the back burner. The mayors of the Community of Municipalities and the Chamber of Commerce and Industry favoured this innovative solution however, especially since Clermont Ferand is the town of Michelin. Roger Quillot nonetheless decided to scrap the project. A new call for tender was launched five years later under the Socialist municipality of Serge Godard, this time for exclusively pneumatic material. The Lohr tender was approved by the relevant commission on 14 December 2001. The tram on tires is to roll on line 1 (14 km long), as of 2006. However, due to restrictions of state funding, accompanying measures such as reduced car use in the city centre and urban requalification were suppressed. This move reflects Clermont-Ferrand’s poor culture of urbanism. It also implies that the project was implemented more as a technical than an urban innovation. 

Due to its regularity, continuity and cumulative dimension, the trajectory of urban and transport policies in Clermont-Ferrand could be described as sociotechnical path dependence, fed by the main dependence factors: urban forms, infrastructures and the socio-spatial structure.

2.3. Grenoble: the territorial cognitive framework as breakage principle

Until the end of the 1970s, the Grenoble municipal area pursued much the same trajectory as Clermont-Ferrand:  a vigorous public housing policy, with a more progressive approach to developing the road infrastructure. Local public policy changed this course in the late 1970s. Given ample media coverage by the tram, this break was not only due to new equipment but to the use of the tram as an instrument to foster a policy structuring the conurbation around a strong centre. 

The initial urbanisation phase (1965 to 1983) revolved around two principles that guided the activity of the municipal government under Hubert Dubedout (Novarina, 1993, p. 74) :

· Social imperatives took precedence over architectural or urban planning objectives;

· The city was to be seen as a body of socially diversified neighbourhoods endowed with a certain measure of autonomy, not in terms of a centre-periphery hierarchy.

Under Dubedout the municipality committed itself to the building of a ZUP (priority urbanisation zone) - la Villeneuve - in the southern part of the city, and of several more socially mixed neighbourhoods, supposed to function as plurifunctional relay centres. The municipality wanted la Villeneuve to be a focus of social innovation and mixedness, with a modern morphology – marked by functional urbanism – to distinguish it clearly from the old city centre. 

As for transport, during the 1950s the modernisation of services and savings measures were accompanied by a change of the responsible authority, with jurisdiction passing from the General Council of Isère to the city of Grenoble. This reform led to the gradual dismantlement, between 1952 and 1962, of all tramlines including suburban ones, and their replacement by buses or trolleys. Unlike in Clermont-Ferrand and Lausanne, the suppression of trams was not motivated by the will to modernise but by the operator’s Malthusian investment policy. However, confronted with gaps in the road infrastructure and a rollback in the public transport offer, in the 1970s transport policy became a major urban management issue. Thereafter, the ongoing modernisation of the public transport system lay at the junction of city centre interests and the interests of the first-ring Communist municipalities. For the former, the renewal of public transport was to be based on a modernising cognitive framework of social integration and on the will to structure the different neighbourhoods. For the latter, public transport was to ensure convenient access to jobs and shops in the centre for the workers and employees living in the “red belt”. The reorganisation of public transport was a success, and its use increased by 8.7% per year between 1973 and 1978 (it had been falling by 3.6% per year between 1966 and 1973). However, the network still had a radial layout, leading to congestion of the “inner city” and raising the issue of its reorganisation. Projects of a restricted trunk road and cable transport were studied extensively and discussed heatedly, but finally set aside. At the same time, the municipality was confronted with a second contradiction in the city centre. Bordering on the new pericentral neighbourhoods, the older city districts were increasingly turning to the service industries and luxury housing, thus counteracting the objective of social mixity. To combat the risk of speculative real estate operations, the municipality launched a comprehensive real estate and social policy program: pre-emption through differentiated urban planning zones, rehabilitation, stabilisation of the lower income population. 

The tram was the central issue in the 1983 municipal campaign. The project was born between 1975 and 1979, with studies conducted by the the  Syndicat mixte des transports en commun (public transport authority). Hubert Dubedout incorporated it into his platform. The right wing parties proposed to hold a local referendum on the tram issue. After being voted into office as mayor in March 1983, Alain Carignon organised this referendum in less than three months. 53.09% of the population voted for the tram, enabling the new mayor to present the question of the legitimacy of the tram as a central concern of the right wing majority (a part of which continued to oppose the project). It also strengthened his position in negotiations for exceptional national subsidies. After a brief showdown, Equipment Minister Charles Fiterman granted 50% of the required 650 million FF. 

As of that point, the tram became an instrument in the transactions between the city centre and the periphery. Under Dubedout, the city of Grenoble had taken a back seat to the political demands of the peripheral municipalities. The election of Alain Carignon and the new majority made it necessary to establish coalitions of interest with the first-ring suburbs. Alain Carignon adopted the arguments in favour of upgrading the city centre via public transport, and made the tram into an instrument for strengthening centrality. He pursued a dual aim: to reinforce the role of the city centre in structuring the agglomeration; and to increase the role of the private sector. He liberalised the real estate market in the centre and no longer attempted to counteract the impact of the tram on the real estate market: he reduced pre-emption perimeters, deregulated the land occupancy plan, suppressed taxes on the transformation of residential space into office space in the city centre. The tram project was implemented in parallel with the financing of urban requalification, and municipalities were able to fund their own urban development projects at lesser cost. Although this considerably upped the price of the tram per kilometre, it made the urban ambitions of the city centre more acceptable politically. The will to reinforce centrality was linked to compromises with the first-ring suburbs, which gradually benefited from the tram service. Requalification gave areas serviced by public transport first class facilities, neglecting the intermediate areas and the periphery. As in Clermont-Ferrand, the type and level of access to modes of transport shaped mobility behaviour. Thus, from 1992 to 2002 the proportion of car use in the city centre fell from 43 to 38%. In the suburbs – which encompass the first-ring suburbs and the rest of the conurbation – it remained stable at 61%, and beyond the central agglomeration it continued to rise, going from 72 to 74% (Jemelin et al., 2005, p. 91).

However, the early reintroduction of the tram, improved urban quality, and reduced car use should not create an overly positive image of Grenoble’s willingness to promote access to urban transport. At the end of the 1980s, the introduction of “soft access” to the town centre was coupled with steps to step up traffic within the agglomeration: the southern bypass has 2x2 lanes; the north-south tangent road was extended.  In this context, the development of public transport beyond the transit authority territory was not an option, while regional rail services are inadequate for an agglomeration of over 300 000 inhabitants. We also observe a parallel trajectory revolving around car use, characterised by the degradation of urban spaces, congestion-related problems and ongoing urban sprawl. As a result of traffic restriction policies in the city centre, the second trajectory is in part fed by the first.

The example of Grenoble sheds light on the importance of a sociopolitical break: the efficacy of cognitive frameworks and arrangements, and the impact of instruments in formatting public policy. The implementation of the territorial cognitive framework in Grenoble, focusing on the rise of new urban centres structured around public transport, was based on the introduction of the tram and on urban requalification. Between changes in the cognitive framework on the one hand, and the perennial character of past categories on the other hand, cognitive aspects can play conflicting roles, fostering either stability or change. In Grenoble, the reformulation of the issue of centrality by the Carignon administration was based on a transcoding operation, characterised on the one hand by the recycling of former debates on quality of life and the decongestion of the old town centre; on the other hand on the capacity to integrate and mesh the heterogeneous ambitions of the various municipalities in the metropolitan area.

Beyond the public policy cognitive framework, urban and transport policies in Grenoble were implemented across a limited territory which superposed two perimeters: la Métro, i.e. the community of the Grenoble agglomeration, and the perimeter of the urban transport system – PTU – the joint public transport association (syndicat mixte des transports en commun). The ongoing takeover by the municipalities of public transport legislative instruments and public funding left its mark on transport servicing, urban quality, on access to services and habits. Thus, these instruments made it possible to redefine institutional territories, and transform functional spaces within the agglomeration.

3. Discussion of results

By studying long-time trajectories at the local level, an analysis of the links between space and policy uncovers the driving forces behind a potential break with the past as well as the conditions for change. The aim was to understand how far urban infrastructures and forms, spatial morphology, cognitive frameworks, instruments and institutions are factors in the irreversibility of or changes in transport and urban planning policies.

We have identified three historical settings for local policies: inertia, through which local cognitive, institutional and morphological arrangements are closely correlated with the generic dynamics of urban development; innovation, through which a territory breaks away from earlier trajectories thanks to the creation of new urban artefacts or the transformation of cognitive or institutional arrangements; path dependency, which, given its contingent origins, delineates a specific causal chain which prolongs its long-term effects.

These three historical settings show the potential and pathways for change at the urban level according to the given spatio-temporal context. Besides an overly rigid and determinist interpretation of urban forms, we first of all stress that objects – built environment, infrastructures – are not unchanging, but the pace at which they are reworked, transformed and destroyed is relatively slow, i.e. twenty or thirty years, even several decades. This pace differs from one infrastructure to the other and from one era to another. At first glance, it may appear that a tram is more easily reversible than a motorway - quickly constructed, quickly dismantled, quickly reconstructed. However, over the past ten years in France, the United States and the Netherlands, initial projects have been launched to dismantle motorways, to renew urban neighbourhoods, to pull down tower blocks, and to reconvert industrial buildings (Hommels, 2005, p 3). Furthermore, changing track does not necessarily imply a step backwards and the dismantling of existing infrastructures. As our survey highlights, urban actors have at least two other alternatives to choose from. The first concerns attempts to influence the trajectory by creating new objects or new institutions which are embedded in new cognitive arrangements, as illustrated by Grenoble. The second is less tangible and can be considered as an extension of the first option. It concerns launching an alternative trajectory based on local, accidental events, such as elections, a change of government, a technological innovation, or a decision taken at the national or international level.

The study of possibilities for change first identifies the given historical setting of local policies. Our research also shows that an evaluation of the range of possibilities must also identify the key factors which underlie inertia, innovation and path dependence. In each of the cities we studied, a set of factors were involved – technological, morphological, political and institutional – but their relative importance and interaction varied. Spaces have become embedded in a process of inertia due to factors related to public housing policies and infrastructures, as observed in Clermont Ferrand for example. In the case of Lausanne, inertia is caused by the insurmountable inflexibility of the institutional arrangement. Finally, like Oldenburg, inertia is the consequence of considerable plasticity of urban forms, uses and social practices. Furthermore, factors which may appear similar can play a different role depending on the type of space and interaction with other factors. The case of Grenoble illustrates the significant influence of sociopolitical factors behind change: the effectiveness of cognitive frameworks and arrangements, and the weight of instruments in shaping public action. The implementation of the Grenoble point of reference, aimed at the creation of new urban centres centred on public transport, was based on the use of tram network and urban requalification. Yet, in Clermont-Ferrand, the introduction of the tram – widespread in French cities during the 1990s – will not have the same effects on urban renewal since the principal factor behind inertia remains housing policy, which clearly segregates the city centre and the greater Grenoble area. There has been no change in policy and the introduction of the tram, which occurred against the backdrop of a budgetary crisis in public transport, was not accompanied by an urban planning policy. The identification of differences and local specificities which are the main factors behind inertia, innovation and path dependencies mean that the discussion can rise above a rhetoric of change while enabling an evaluation of the potential for change and room for manoeuvre for public action.

The above three historical settings may have several limitations and their impact must be established.

The first limitation concerns the occurrence of contingent events which would confer fundamental importance to fate in the advent of path dependence. It should be noted again that a contingent event is not the sole prerequisite for path dependence but merely an initial condition. The path is a causal succession of events that are linked to the mechanisms of local reproduction. The invention of the tram-train in Karlsruhe is not a miracle. The reason why it had a considerable impact was that the dynamic of this pathway was founded on a pre-existing culture of urban renewal and linking the city centre and the outskirts. For example, if the tram-train had been invented in Clermont-Ferrand it would not have had the same effects as in Karlsruhe. Consequently, it is possible to explain the effects of a contingent event, despite their uniqueness. Like the import of models, the impact of accidental events depends heavily on the localised dynamics in which they occur. This observation can also be applied to those factors behind innovation which cannot simply be transferred from one territory to another.

The second limitation is linked to the risk of bestowing predictive qualities on these types of setting. The analytical approach which we have proposed should cast some light on the links between past and present policies but not on the way in which the present influences the future. Examples of contingent situations sufficiently open up the inherent potential for change, thereby preventing imprisoning territories in irredeemable dynamics of inertia. Besides contingency, we have observed that crises act as a catalyst of innovation and total change, as occurred in Grenoble and functional crisis of its public transport system in the early 1980s. A crisis can be advantageous as it reveals that the obsolete nature of the model, as well as the factors needed to overcome this situation. Clermont-Ferrand, Lausanne, and Oldenburg may change or they may continue along the same path but no one can predict if the change will come from a change in the generic trajectory, in the critical or reactive innovative trajectory, or from the emergence of a path dependency.

The final limitation can be linked to the use of the notion of inertia which does not necessary imply immobility. A trajectory based on inertia has its own history, phases and development. The transformation of national territorial planning traditions – through the diffusion of codes and norms – or international – through the diffusion of “good” practices and uses – are non-contingent and generic factors of change which cannot be considered as neutral. Furthermore, inertia produces its own effects and its own conditions for reproduction in time and space. This cumulative dynamic can be illustrated by Clermont-Ferrand where the effects in terms of earlier choices has a more powerful impact twenty years later on the functioning of the territory than the infrastructures and housing produced in the 1980s.

A historic and comparative analysis enables us to pinpoint the material, institutional and cognitive factors that contribute to the sustainable entrenchment of certain policies in the territory and make it difficult and sometimes even impossible, to introduce new policies. Such an approach is a first step towards a more extensive understanding of the necessary investments – in terms of money, time, political alliances, material provisions (Thévenot, 1986) – to redirect public policies and change territorial forms and the practices to which they play host.
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Table 1. Rate of public transport use in the six cities under investigation

	Country
	City

	Germany
	Karlsruhe

18% [2002]
	Oldenburg

5% [2002]

	France
	Grenoble

15% [2002]
	Clermont-Ferrand

7% [2003]

	Switzerland
	Basle

28% [2000]
	Lausanne

19% [2000]

	Percentage of trips taken on public transport in comparison to overall trips

Sources : socialdata, Kontiv (Germany), INSEE-CERTU (France), ARE-OFS (Switzerland)
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