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Brownfield redevelopment in France
Contaminated brownfields: any land or premises which have previously been used 

or developed and are not currently fully in use, although it may be partially occupied 
or utilized and which are soil contaminated.

Two facts/figures:

Land artificialisation: 55 000 Ha (Fontes-Rousseau et al. 2015) 

Land impermeabilisation: 250 km² (Sainteny, 2008) each year.

Urban contaminated brownfields estimation: between101 000 and 115 000 Ha 
(Ademe et QuelleVille?, 2015).

Brownfield redevelopement: a priority = numerous laws Grenelle 1 and 2 (2009) 
and 2010), ALUR (2014).
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Obstacles
Contaminated sites are located in areas cumulating: 

• Economic problems (Caudeville et al., 2016, Yaconove, 2011);

• A high concentration of social problems (Accordino et al., 2000 ; Prujit, 
2013)

• Health inequalities (Bambra et al., 2015 ; Gilderbloom et al., 2014).

=> « stigma effect » (Bond, 2000 ; Chan, 2001 ; Mundy, 1992 ; Patchin
1991).

It corresponds to negative perceptions and representations that individuals 
develop regarding the brownfield site (Kunrehther & Slovic, 1999)
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Stigma effect and its impacts
Stigma effect occurs when the entire neighbourhoods of the site are 
avoided and lie unused and unproductive for long decades because 
of suspected contamination and socioeconomic problems (Patchin, 
1991). 

Even worse, this effect may persist even after remediation process 
(Broto et al., 2010; Kim & Miller, 2017; McGee, 1999; Wadu
Mesthrige, Wong, & Yuk, 2018).

Reappropriation of the former brownfield?
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Literature review: stigma

Stigma’s impacts have been widely studied in the literature regarding 
its adverse impacts on property value (Eisen, 2015; Guntermann, 
1995; Kiel & Williams, 2007; Messer, Schulze, Hackett, Cameron, & 
McClelland, 2006; Roddewig, 1999; Taylor et al., 2016).

Yet, the stigma effect has been barely investigated from the point of 
view of citizens living near a contaminated brownfield site. 
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Motivations

Objective: 

1. Analyze the relative importance of the stigma effect 
according to individuals living near a contaminated 
brownfield 

2. Find out how it influences individuals’ behaviors 
regarding brownfield redevelopment.
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Problematic

What are the social representations of 
contaminated brownfields?

1. Soil contamination’s representations?

2. Urban brownfields’s representations?
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Materials and methods

1. Identify soil contaminated brownfields in France;

2. Survey individuals living in a municipality
impacted by a contaminated brownfield;

3. Analyse social representations associated with
the contaminated brownfield.
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Contaminated brownfields’ identification
BASOL

French national database for 

contaminated sites requiring a 

preventive or curative public 

intervention

Current state 

of the site

Former 

industrial sites 

reused

Brownfields
Current

industrial sites
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1 375

Municipalities impacted by at leat one 

soil contaminated brownfield

36 658

Municipalities in Metropolitan France

(01/01/2015)

36 706 

Municipalities in France

(01/01/2015)

INSEE data

6 294 

Contaminated

sites

(BASOL

25/10/2015)

4 034 

Industrial sites

(65,41 %)

6 168

Contaminated sites in

Metropolitan France 

2 133 

Contaminated

browfields

(34,59%)

BASOL DATA

Contaminated brownfields’ 
identification using BASOL and INSEE 
data
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Municipalities impacted by brownfieds
1375 municipalities impacted

These responses are located in 503 different municipalities impacted 
by at least one contaminated brownfield. 



Questionnaire survey design 

The aim of this questionnaire was fourfold: 
1. Analyze representations, perceptions, and knowledge 

regarding soil contamination 
2. Analyze representations, perceptions, and knowledge 

regarding brownfield sites 
3. Identify preferences and expectations regarding 

brownfield redevelopment project in France 
4. Examine the level of trust given to different actors 

that may release information regarding soil 
contamination (iv).

Data were collected by a survey questionnaire 
administered online using Limesurvey.
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Socio-demographic statistics

Representative sample of 

French population;

Quota on age and gender;

N = 803

% of individuals surveyed

Depending on brownfields

densities
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Social representation: definitions

A representation is the “product of processes of mental activity 
through which an individual or group reconstitutes the reality with 
which it is confronted and to which it attributes a specific meaning” 
(Abric, 1994, p. 13). 

By extension, social representations correspond to collectively shared 
ideas, thoughts, image and knowledge about a subject or a 
phenomenon of social interest subprime mortgage crisis(Moscovici, 
2003). 
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Social representation theory
• Derived from both social psychology and sociology (Kouira, 2014).

• It provides a theoretical framework to investigate changes and 
phenomena at a collective level (Wagner et al., 1999) by analyzing 
anchoring and objectification. 

Anchoring is the process by which new ideas, knowledge or opinions are 
integrated into existing worldviews whereas objectification is the process by 
which abstract ideas become concrete (Abric, 1996). 

• Social representations analyses the system of meaning and interpretation 
that individuals express at a given time in relations to its environmental 
and cultural context (Mannoni, 2016; Rateau & Lo Monaco, 2013)
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Analysing social representations

• We use two open-ended questions:
• What first comes into your mind when you think about soil

contamination?

• What first comes into your mind when you think about 
brownfields?

Spontaneous answers (Lebart et Salem, 1994). 

A structural approach (Abric, 2001; Abric & Tafani, 1995; Flament, 
2003). 
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Analysing social representations
• We use a structural approach
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Textual analyses
• Provide statistical indicators and visual charts to analyse the complex 

information contained in texts  (Lebart & Salem, 1994).

• Support the interpretation of the phenomenon on quantitative and 
objective criteria (Garnier & Guérin-Pace, 2010). 

• It avoids biases resulting from the thematic post-codification stage. 
Indeed, thematic post-codification excludes unusual responses even if 
they are an important detail to understand the phenomenon. 

• Textual analyses are well-suited to analyse and understand social 
representations (Abric, 2003; Beaudouin & Lahlou, 1993; Kalampalikis, 
2005; Negura, 2006)
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Descriptive statistics of the two
corpuses
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Social representation of soil
contamination

N = 723
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Social representation of soil
contamination

N = 723

Activities 
occurring soil 

contamination

Contaminants

Soil 
contamination 

due to air 
trafficConsequences 

and impacts
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Social representation of soil
contamination

N = 723

What first comes into mind when
individuals think about soil
contamination
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Social representation of soil
contamination: main results

• Individuals misunderstood what’s soil contamination
• Waste disposals and in particular domestic wastes
• Air pollution and traffic
They refer to perceptible elements: fumes, odors
They evoke mainly agricultural contamination: chemical products
and fertilizers uses. 
Fertilizers only 0.55 % of contaminated sites listed in BASOL.
Regional disparities: in Britanny and Pays de la Loire = pig manure
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Representations of brownfields
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Representations of brownfields: 
classification

Abandoned, 
unused 
space

Management 
issues in urban 
or agricultural 

areas

Fallow 
land

Previous 
industrial 
activities
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Representations of brownfields: 
prototypical analysis

This technique assumes that the 
central core elements are more 
salient than the others (Vergès, 
Tyszka, & Vergès, 1994). This 
saliency is usually estimated 
through two main criteria: words 
frequency and rank of 
appearance, that is to say the 
first words that individuals give 
when they think about the 
phenomenon analyzed. 
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Social representation of brownfields

• Individuals think about soil contamination and waste
disposal issues

• They make the link with uncontrolled vegetation growth

• They refer to the etymological sense: fallow lands

• A minority quote social issues such as squatting

• Regional disparities: industrial terms in Hauts de France 
region.
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Social representation of brownfields

• Individuals think about soil contamination and waste
disposal issues

• They make the link with uncontrolled vegetation growth

• They refer to the etymological sense: fallow lands

• A minority quote social issues such as squatting

• Regional disparities: industrial terms in Hauts de France 
region.



International symposium
Urban wastelands: a form of urban nature?

Discussion and limitations

▪ To identify brownfield sites, we relied on data extracted 
from BASOL. Generalization of our results as we focus 
only on contaminated brownfields and thus exclude 
other situations (i.e. non-contaminated brownfields)?

▪ Order effect of questions?
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Discussion and limitations

▪ We analyze social representations associated to 
homogeneous sites on individuals who are living in a 
municipality concerned by contaminated brownfield 
issues. 

▪ Regarding soil contamination: similarities with
(Angignard, 2006; Angignard & Ferrieux, 2007): a 
preliminary study regarding perceptions of soil 
contamination among 141 French individuals living in 
the Occitanie region
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Conclusion
❖ We identifiy social representations regarding contaminated brownfields

❖ Results suggest individuals misunderstood soil contamination –
confusion with air pollution -> public communication to be improved.

❖ Individuals perceived site contamination but don’t know when it is going
to be remediated -> -> public communication to be improved.

❖ Brownfields linked with fallow land and unmaintened green spaces

This is similar to other studies regarding non-contaminated vacant lands 
(Brun, Vaseux, Martouzet, & Di Pietro, 2017; Rouay-Hendrickx, 1991; Wintz
& Dersé, 2012).

❖ Individuals don’t perceived potential benefits (e.g. biodiversity)


