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In August 2006, a convention was signed between the ANRU (French Agency for Urban 
Renewal) and the city of Lille in the North of France. It marked the beginning of a ten-year-
long renewal project in Moulins, a working-class neighbourhood in Lille. 
There are many different stakeholders in this project, which is, therefore, not easy to 
understand, but two main actors can be identified. First, the public authorities initiated the 
project. They are in charge of the project as well as of concertation, which includes a poll and 
public meetings. Second, the inhabitants, households who are directly affected by the project 
from a personal and residential point of view. Their role is ambiguous. They are supposed to 
be at the very core of the project but they are also seen as an obstacle to a project that cannot 
afford any uncertainties (Epstein, 2006). Urban renewal procedures are considered as 
extremely technical, hence residents are not granted legitimacy to intervene in such 
procedures or design a project. 
Tensions between inhabitants and public authorities are most clear in the way concertation 
and participation are organised. Authorities often just pay lip service to concertation requests.  
Residents are not actually encouraged to discuss the organisation and procedures of urban 
renewal (Bacqué, 2006). Inhabitants, their claims and their opinions, tend to be little taken 
into account, if at all; this increases residents' dissatisfaction. There is a certain violence in 
forced moving and demolition (Veschambre, 2008) and that is worsened by the lack of 
consideration triggering residents' indignation. The democratic deficit (Négrier, 2007) is in 
contradiction with residents' claims to be recognised as citizens (Carrel, 2009). 
In this power balance between authorities and residents, what is the position of associations? 
They have a strong knowledge of the neighbourhood. They are considered sometimes as an 
intermediary and sometimes as an obstacle, a counter-power and a threat to the project. The 
fact that associations should participate is far from obvious from the point of view of 
authorities, since associations lack the necessary technical skills. But authorities also insist on 
their democratic representativeness, the source of their legitimacy. For all these reasons, the 
ability of associations to intermediate and make residents' voice heard is compromised. A new 
social question is emerging (Castel, 1995) and associations gradually adopt specific 
intervention fields. Their practices are mostly based on social emergency. Associations for 
housing focus on claiming the right to housing but they acknowledge that they lack expertise 
on urban policies. Yet, any mobilisation of residents emerges via an association. Inhabitants 
who are looking for information, who want to get their voices heard, who are rebelling against 
potential eviction, often turn to associations for housing - often as a late and last resort. 
If associations are effectively integrated in projects, that fulfils the requirement of 
participation and alleviates residents' dissatisfaction. This role is often played by associations 
with a focus on culture and leisure activities, via, for example, artistic events. 
In Moulins, there are three main types of associations1 and four main factors for their 
integration in the renewal process: the association's profile, its location, its activism, and how 
institutionalised it is. The least connected they are to housing issues, the easier it is for them 
to have neutral and serene relations with local authorities, and thus the greater chances they 
have to be part of urban renewal projects. Actions by associations for housing get blocked 
immediately, particularly if they are activists' associations. Then the issue is about the 

                                                 
1  Coordination associations, leisure activities and social life associations, advocacy associations. 



relations between activism and institutionalisation, with tensions between members of 
associations and of local government. 
This communication is based on a field study carried out from January to May 2012 and 
resulting in a monograph of the Moulins neighbourhood and of its associations. 25 interviews 
with residents, members of associations and representatives of public authorities were also 
carried out. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Disclaimer: This abstract was translated by a volunteer who is not a native speaker of 
English, therefore professional quality translation cannot be expected. 


