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1. Introduction 

 
The disassociation of infrastructure extension and territorial development poses a major 

problem for contemporary urban management, questioning the traditional urban planning 
approaches based exclusively on territorial reasoning. While the functional aspects of 
transportation networks in metropolitan areas, for example, usually extend their influence 
beyond administrative boundaries, certain research studies evoke the necessity of focusing 
political efforts on enhancing the articulation between infrastructure networks and their 
territories [Offner and Pumain, 1996; Offner, 2000, 2002b]. In transportation terms, the recent 
development of urban mobility studies goes beyond a pure technical approach. Though the 
importance of reconciling land use policies with urban transportation projects has been 
recognized in theoretical debates, in practice, the number of successful cases remains limited. 

In his Urbanisme published in 1925, Le Corbusier noted that “the city which disposes of 
the speed disposes of the success”. The current urbanization in the form of metropolization is 
characterized by a fast growth of urban mobility. Supported by technical renovations and 
encouraged by the rising mobility demand, the remarkable acceleration of urban transportation 
became a universal phenomenon during the latest urban mutations. This trend usually 
appreciated as a progress of the human society ought to make the city of the future the city of 
speed. Political justification for higher speed is founded on the principle that faster circulation 
will benefit the urban economy. But the arrival of high speed has also brought along radical 
transformations to the city. Many metropolitan areas have exploded, resulting in a significant 
drop in urban density, which has caused certain worry about “the end of city”[Choay, 1994].  

The traditional urban planning focusing on the territorial production mode concerns 
little the circulation speed. The Zoning approach which still serves as the basic regulatory 
instrument for everyday urban management is based on density control. The regulation of urban 
transportation speed is normally considered as a technical issue exclusively reserved for the 
transportation department. The absence of speed regulation in urban planning reveals a 
sector-based work principle in current urban management which renders incapable the urban 
planning to guide the urban development where the accelerated circulation becomes more and 
more structuring.  

Some theoretical analyses have intended to update our comprehension on urban 
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functions. If we accept that urban dynamics depends upon the potential for social interaction 
[Claval, 1970; Calvino, 1972], then we would understand that urban concentration associated 
with its primary development is to achieve the spatial proximity necessary for the social 
interactions. Today, the increased urban mobility has modified the spatial proximity 
dependency of social interactions. The transportation speed becomes a complementary or 
alternative instrument for urban development in an increasingly mobile society. 

Based on this notion, our hypothesis here is: the urban transportation speed constitutes 
an effective regulatory instrument for public politics so that its integration into the urban 
planning procedure would contribute to the coherence between spatial development and 
transportation policies thus reinforce the role of urban planning in urban management. This 
study employs a comparative analysis of two metropolitan areas, the region of Île-de-France1 
(France) and the Shanghai agglomeration (China), where recent political choices of urban 
transportation speed are selected as the main studied cases. 

This paper is organized into seven sections. After this introduction, section 2 provides a 
brief account of the growth of urban transportation speed in Paris and Shanghai, presenting the 
main causes for and the urban dynamics motivated by the increased speed. Section 3 shows the 
absence of speed in current urban planning’s considerations. Section 4 presents the current 
theoretical debates on renewing the comprehension where the speed is recognized as an 
alternative urban development instrument. Section 5 compares two different political attitudes 
to speed in Shanghai’s and Paris’s urban development strategies, identifying the contexts for 
their political orientations. Section 6 examines the regulatory role of speed within the urban 
planning projects and its contribution to the achievement of political targets. And last, Section 7 
summarizes and concludes the study. 
 
 
 

2. The acceleration of urban transportation speed 

 
The acceleration of urban transportation is currently a universal phenomenon in cities 

around the world. It can be measured by the average travel speed, which is the result of dividing 
the total travel distances in urban area (the trips on foots included) by the total travel time. 
Presenting the door-to-door travel speed on a global level, it reveals the development of urban 
mobility. The national transportation investigations, conducted in France in 1982/83 and in 
1993/94 respectively, have observed its significant escalation on a national scale. In spite of the 
multiplication of traffic volume and the severity of urban congestions, the average speed of all 
local trips has increased around a third during 12 years, from 19 to 25 km/h [Orffeuil, 1998]. In 
the region of Île-de-France, the Global Investigations on Transports performed respectively in 
1976, 1983 and 1991 showed that the average speed in the area had increased 1.5% per year 
between 1976 and 1983 and then 0.5% between 1983 and 1991, from 10.1 km/h in 1976 to 
11.7km/h in 1991 [Papinutti, 1998; Koenig, 1999]. Though this kind of data was not available 
                                                      
1 Created in 1964, the region of Île-de-France is an administrative area of 12 000 km2 including the city of Paris in 
the centre, 3 départements in the inner ring of its suburbs and 4 départements in the outer suburbs. So, in our 
presentation, we use also the term of “Parisian region” to refer to this territory.  
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in Shanghai, its urban transportation acceleration can be assessed through alternative measures.  
The increase of urban circulation speed was resulted first from the introduction of 

modern rapid transportation tools into the city. In the Parisian region, because the total public 
investment in the transportation infrastructures was higher in the period of 1976-1983 than that 
of 1983-1991, the rate of acceleration during the former period was obviously higher than it 
during the latter one. Shanghai has recently begun to put a large portion of public investments 
into the urban infrastructure, including the construction of urban expressways, subway and 
tramway, which has contributed directly to accelerating the urban circulation. The first 
commercial line of Magnetically Levitated Train (Maglev) built in 2002 provides a peak speed 
of 430 km/h connecting between the airport and the urban district. 
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Figure 1   Daily average number of passengers transported by different modes 
of public transportations in Shanghai, 1996-2002 (million passengers per day) 
Source: Annual report for Shanghai urban transport development 2003 and Shanghai Statistical Yearbook 2001. 

 
Second, the new offers of transportation tools induced an important transition among 

different modes. The faster and more comfortable transportation modes attracted more 
customers while the traditional ones lost. The investigations in the region of Île-de-France 
showed that the share of public transportation in total urban rides stagnated at around 30% from 
1976 to 1991, and that of bicycle had dropped quickly to 5% while that of car grew to 65% 
[Papinutti, 1998; Koenig, 1999].2 In Shanghai, the initial network of Mass Transit Lines 
(MTLs)3, transporting 371,397 passengers per day in 2000, attracted 769,500 passengers per 
day in 2001 and then 1 million passengers per day in 2002. The emerging Express Bus services 
essentially run by private companies have developed rapidly while the traditional public bus 
services lost some users (figure.1).4 The most obvious shift takes place between bicycle and 
motorized vehicles. During the 1980s, about half of the home-work journeys had been made by 
bike but this ratio dropped to 28% in 1998. The municipal government had thought to use 
scooters to replace bicycles and permitted them to run in the bicycle lanes in 1993. Four years 
                                                      
2 Particularly, the automobile has become a dominant mode in the peripheral liaisons where its modal share 
overtakes 80% in the region of Île-de-France. 
3 Current MTL network in Shanghai consists of two subway lines, line 1 opened in 1994 and Line 2 in 1999, and one 
erected tramway, the Perl Line, built in 2000. 
4 The public transportation in Shanghai had suffered a decline between 1990 and 1999. The emergent high-speed 
services have now made it more attractive in general level. 
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later, the registration of scooters had passed over 500,000 vehicles. Concerned of their safety 
and environmental consequences, the municipal government decided in 2002 to stop registering 
and to gradually ban the registered fuel-running scooters by 2006. But this decision provoked 
an abrupt rise of motorization. The number of private cars had jumped from 81,084 in 2001 to 
140,241 in 2002, that is to say a growth of 73% during only one year.  

Third, the general increase of the circulation speed is also due to the reduction of time 
lost during the trips. In the calculation of the average urban travel speed, the total travel time 
includes a part of the time usually considered as the “lost time”: the acceding time, the waiting 
time, the parking time, and etc. The current traffic management with the help of information 
technologies is more able in reducing the lost time.5 The traffic forecasting makes urban trips 
developing more rapidly during non-peak hours than during peak hours and helps to reduce 
traffic jams. Moreover, the extension of travel distance that we will discuss later also brings a 
time-saving effect. The longer the distance is, the less significant the part of time lost is in the 
total travel time. 

Last, the urban activity evolutions, the changes of “Origin-Destination” of urban trips in 
particular, can also influence the travel speed. In both Shanghai and Paris, the travels between 
the urban peripheral areas, usually farther but faster, have increased.  

An important by-product of this acceleration is the increased differentiation of urban 
travel speeds. The juxtaposition of modern travel modes upon traditional ones creates a sharp 
contrast between different speeds in the same urban space. The Maglev, the fastest urban 
transportation tool in Shanghai, can be 40 times more rapid than bicycle, the most popular one. 
In European cities, diverse public transportation tools have been adopted to fight against the 
automobile expansion, which multiply the variation of urban travel speeds. The differentiation 
of urban travel speeds is present not only among different transportation modes but also in 
different time. The effective speed of a same transportation mode can be quite different at 
different time of the day. The commercial speed of public transportation is generally faster 
during the peak hours due to a higher frequency, while the automobile runs more rapidly in the 
city out of the peak hours.  

The acceleration and the differentiation of urban transportation speed meet the 
increased and individualized demand of mobility and explain some new urban dynamics. First, 
the acceleration contributes to population migration and then causes urban dilation. The 
statistic of the Shanghai Housing Administration Bureau shows that, since the 1990s, there 
have been 2.5 millions residents leaving the central districts to suburb housing parks. A great 
part of this migration is to accommodate large-scale infrastructure projects for a rapid transit in 
the dense central Shanghai. The total area of its urban districts has grown from 353.46 km2 
(5.57% of municipal territory) in 1988 to 3,924.24 km2 (61.9% of municipal territory) in 2000.6 
The current development of private cars stimulated a suburbanization trend in Shanghai. 
Individual houses developed quickly in the peripheral areas since the end of the 1990s. Set 
aside for the emerging middle class, the “Gated Communities” began to sprout and the “Edge 
                                                      
5 The contribution of the information systems can be considered as the integration of extreme speed of the 
information flow with that of goods’ and persons’ physical transport. 
6 After the creation of a new urban area of PuDong in 1990, three suburb counties have been merged into the urban 
districts in 1992, then one per year from 1997 to 1999. Today, it leaves only three suburb counties in Shanghai. In 
the same period, the demographic growth was very weak due to a negative Natural Growth rate and the strict 
control of Mechanical Increase. 
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of urbanity: the traditional one motivated by the density and the emerging one generated by the 
speed. Speed constitutes an indispensable tool for understanding the current urban evolution.  
 
 
 

5. Two different strategies for territorial developments 

 
In the contemporary society that is more and more urbanized, the organization of urban 

space in its all dimensions becomes the major field for public politics. As the density and the 
speed constitute two instruments alternative for urban development, they thus present two 
different orientations in public strategies which can be distinguished by their position to the 
“Zahavi conjecture”.  

In his studies carried out for the World Bank and the US Department of Transportation, 
Y. Zahavi [1976, 1979, 1981] has noted that the travel time budgets can keep stable for a 
relatively long period in different cities. This observation has led to his conjecture that the 
increase of travel speed cannot reduce the total travel time of city-dwellers because the time 
saved by the faster transportation would be used again in new travels or be neutralized by the 
urban spatial dilation. The national transportation investigations in France have confirmed this 
conjecture: In French cities, the daily travel time budgets of urban inhabitants kept stabilizing 
around 45 minutes from 1982 to 1994 [Orffeuil, 1998]. The investigations in the Parisian region 
reached the same conclusion: the time spent by the Francilien in urban travels had remained 
constant, about 88 minutes, from 1976 to 1991 [Koenig, 1999]. In fact, the increased travel 
speed has contributed to a significant extension of travel distance. At the national level, from 
1982 to 1994 the average urban travel distance had increased from 5.2 km to 7.3 km [Madre and 
Maffre, 1997]. In the Parisian region, the extension of travel distance had increased at an 
average rate of 0.9% per year between 1976 and 1991 [Koenig, 1999]. 

To those who agree with the “Zahavi conjecture”, the urban spatial expansion incited by 
the high speed is an inevitable trend in future urban evolution. In an individualized urban 
society, the demand for social interactions would grow rapidly. Therefore, public politics 
should first overtake the traditional administrative spatial limit and consider development 
strategies on a functional territorial scale. To ensure a high potential for social interaction, the 
promotion of rapid urban communications is essential for urban development [Dupuy, 1999]. 
This proposal is in line with the conclusion of R. Prud’homme and C.-W. Lee [1998]. In their 
study on urban size, urban sprawl and urban transportation speed (so called “Three S”), they 
have proved that a city’s productivity varies in proportion with the average travel speed when 
urban size and sprawl remain constant. 

To others, Zahavi’s analyses are limited by his quantitative interest. In their opinion, the 
reduction of urban travel time can be possible, given some qualitative improvements. They 
argue that qualitative improvements in social interactions are more important than their 
quantitative growth. Because the high speed circulation has brought about so many perverse 
consequences to cities, it would be necessary to moderate some transportation speeds in urban 
areas in order to protect their traditional values favorable to the quality of social interactions 
[Wiel, 2002].  
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The current urban managements in terms of urban transportation speed adopted in 
Shanghai and in Paris are illustrative to these opposite theoretical proposals. In the following 
sections, the context analyses will explain that the different urban development strategies 
adopted in these two cities are in accordance with their different political objectives. 
 

5.1. Shanghai: an acceleration encouraged for economic growth  

The creation of the New Special Economic Zone of PuDong in 1990 marked the 
beginning of the golden era of Shanghai’s urban development. “Take on a new look every three 
years!”, this slogan of the municipal government at the time displayed the strong political will 
to transform the city rapidly and radically. The public investment in urban transportation 
infrastructure kept increasing from 1996 to 2002 (table 1). An enthusiasm to the high-speed 
urban transportation permeated in the political orientations. The White Paper of Shanghai 
Urban Transportations published by the municipal government in 2002 set up an outline 
known as “15-30-60” for urban accessibility in 2005: 15 minutes for the access to public 
transportation service from any point in the central city; 30 minutes for the connection between 
any two points in the urban districts and 60 minutes for the liaison between the City Centre and 
the suburb districts. The development of MTLs and the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system has 
been emphasized in the official planning documents, while the bicycle has been usually omitted 
despite its omnipresence in the city. For the deputy mayor of Shanghai, “the bicycle is just a 
reminder of past poverty.”12 Most municipal departments see it as part of the urban traffic 
problem rather than the solution and attempt to ban it from the congested main streets.  
 

Table 1. Annual public investment in urban transportation infrastructures in Shanghai (1996-2002) 
 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

Annual investment in the urban transportation 
infrastructures (milliards de Yuan) 8,682 9,349 9,635 6,249 11,439 14,286 21,966 

Percentage in all investment in urban 
infrastructures (%) 23 23 17 15 25 28 38 

Percentage in the GBP (%) 3,0 2,8 2,6 1,5 2,5 2,9 4,1 

Source: Annual Report of SCCTPI, Shanghai, 2003 

 
The political preference to the high speed is displayed through a number of monumental 

constructions: the inner ring road in viaduct, bridges in suspension, the first Maglev line, and 
etc, followed by an ambitious project of 17 Mass Transit Lines. Since 1990, most of the public 
investments have been concentrated in the heavy rapid transportation infrastructures. The cost 
of the first Maglev line, for example, is 8.9 milliards Yuan,13 the double the total public 
investments in urban transportation infrastructure in 2000. Between 1991 and 2000, the urban 
primary road system has generally been transformed to meet the increasing automobilists’ need. 
But little money has been spent to improve the secondary road system. After the outer ring road 
constructed in later 1990s, the new Master Plan decided to widen some existing streets between 
the two ring roads in order to construct the third one in the middle and to set aside 13 radial 
roads for rapid traffic. In addition, the desire of rapidity can be noted from the significant 
development of telecommunication in Shanghai. By November 2002, 68% of its resident, that 
                                                      
12 International Bicycle Fund News in [http://www.transalt.org/press/magazine]. 
13 This is the official data. According to other estimations, the real cost could be arrive at 12 millions Yuan. 
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is to say 8.95 million people, have acquired mobile phones.14  
The political justification for higher speed in Shanghai is founded on the functionalist 

principle that faster circulation will benefit the city’s productivity. Since the 1990s, the political 
objectives have been focused exclusively on the economic growth in Shanghai as well as in 
others Chinese cities. The social and environmental questions are placed in the second plan. It 
becomes a prerequisite for urban planning work that it should above all serve urban economic 
development. It is in this context that the acceleration of urban transportation has been taken as 
an important measure for achieving the political targets. 

In fact, Shanghai had not been released from the dysfunction of urban circulation until 
the end of 1980s. Seeing the city as a place for production rather than living, the municipal 
government had reserved the very limited public investment to industrial constructions and left 
few for the infrastructure’s maintenance15. The total public investments in urban transportation 
infrastructure between 1950 and 1990 were less than that of 1997.16 The urban circulation was 
very slow and the daily commuting took more than 3 hours on average. Short of public bus 
services, some enterprises had had to transform temporarily their trucks into passenger 
transportation tools by putting a movable carriage in the rear and using them to transport their 
employees during the rush hours. The poor public services in transportation had compelled a 
large number of populations concentrating on a small territory. In most of the urban districts, 
the average population density was around 40,000 to 50,000 person/km2 in the 1980s which 
had limited the urban productivity and caused the degradation of life setting. So improving 
urban mobility is a functional necessity for Shanghai’s economic development.  

But the political preference to the high speed is not just limited to the rationality of real 
functional needs. It also expresses a cultural sensibility to transformations brought by new 
technologies. As the modern technical objects in Chinese urban society, more than material 
tools, usually have certain social signification, the demands on technical capacity are often 
beyond the real functional needs. For example, the automobile known in the occidental cities as 
a modern invention for social equality and individual freedom becomes a social label 
distinguishing the personal richness in Chinese cities. To the local authorities, the high speed 
transportation infrastructures are not only a functional but also a symbolic construction. It adds 
modernity to the images of the city which are important in the interurban concurrent. The high 
speeds, even somewhat excessive, are considered in Shanghai useful in “urban marketing” 
promotion. 

 

5.2. Paris: slowed down for environmental improvements 

The French law LOTI17 of 1982 on the reorganization of inland transport has invented a 

                                                      
14 It includes 6.32 millions users of GSM system of China Mobile (Shanghai) and 2.63 millions users of CDMA 
system of China Unicom (Shanghai). To the total number of personal mobile communication service users, should 
be still added 20 000 users of Wireless Local Line provided by China Telecom (Shanghai).  
15 Until 1990, all the financial revenues of Shanghai were first transferred to the national treasury. The public 
financial expenditure of the municipal government depended totally on the financial appropriations and the 
subventions from the central government, which was very limited. 
16 The total public investment in urban transportation from 1950 to 1990 was less than 7.2 billions Yuan while that of 
1997 reached 8.5 billions and that of 1998 arrived at 10.87 billions. (Shanghai Statistic Yearbook, 2001). 
17 LOTI is the French acronym of Loi Orientation de Transport Intérieur. 
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new kind of urban transportation plan called PDU 18  which was rich in organizational 
innovations: from traffic control to travel management, from sector-based to inter-modal forms 
of transport, and from specialized procedures to global solutions [Offner, 2002a, 2003ab]. It has 
been relaunched in 1996 by The French Act LAURE19 covering the air and the rational use of 
energy in the name of combating atmospheric pollution, greenhouse-effect gas in particular. 
This Act approved by the French Right made PDUs obligatory in all urban agglomerations of 
over 100,000 inhabitants, among which the region of Île-de-France was concerned.  

Set up by the Act, the aims of the new generation of PDU20 are to “ensure a sustainable 
balance between the requirements in terms of mobility and facility for access, on the one hand, 
and the protection of the environment and public health, on the other”. They are required to 
define “ the principles for organizing the transport of persons and goods, traffic and parking 
within the perimeter of urban transport” and must comply with six legal requirements: 
“ reducing automobile traffic; developing the cheapest and cleanest methods of public transport 
and means of travel, in particular the use of bicycles and walking; planning and operating the 
principal road network of the urban agglomeration in order to promote greater efficiency in its 
use, in particular by sharing access between different methods of transport and by favoring the 
implementation of information initiatives relating to traffic; the organization of parking […]; 
transporting and delivering goods in such a way as to reduce the impact of said activity on 
traffic and the environment; and encouraging enterprises and public authorities to organize 
transport for their personnel, in particular via public transport and carpooling”. 

After 32 months’ elaboration, the PDU for the Parisian region, the PDUIF21, was 
approved by the regional authority in December 2000. It has set up a stated aim to reduce 3% of 
the motor traffic in the entire region in 5 years22. Within this overall figure there are variations 
by area, according to the density of population and extent of public transport service. It gives a 
target of 5% reduction for trips within the central Paris, from départments within the inner ring 
of suburbs and between Paris and the other départements, and a target of 2% reduction of trips 
within the ring of outer suburbs and between the inner and outer rings of suburbs. The 
proportion of private car rides within the outer ring of suburbs must be reduced to 85% of the 
current total. Meanwhile, it has set up the goal for the development of public transport and other 
environmental-friendly travel means. The use of public transport should increase by 2% and 
accounts for one-third of home-work and home-school journeys in 5 years. The trips on foot 
should increase by 10% for the home-school trips and for the trips under 1 km. Final, the 
journeys by bicycle should be doubled.  

In order to achieve these targets, the PDUIF has defined a regional policy which will 
then be elaborated for each level within the Region: metropolis, densely built-up areas, new 
towns and old town centers, and local neighborhoods. Based on a more efficient operation of 
the existing transport networks and a different distribution of public urban transport space and 
facilities, this policy consists of the improvement of public transport functions and its service 
quality, the promotion of multi-mobility and inter-mobility by providing a structured network 
                                                      
18 PDU is the French acronym of Plan de déplacements urbains. 
19 LAURE is the French acronym of Loi sur l’Air et l’utilisation rationnelle d’Energies. 
20 Between 1982 and 1996, the first PDUs had been experimented in several French agglomerations: Rennes, Lyon, 
Strasbourg, Nantes, and etc.  
21 PDUIF is the French acronym of Plan de Déplacements Urbains de la région de Ile-de-France. 
22 The motor traffic is measured here by “vehicles*kilometres”. 
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of transport interchange hubs23, the harmonization of parking policies and regulations, the 
reorganization of urban logistic and delivery system, the development of partnerships with 
private enterprises to promote public transport use and car-share schemes, among others.  

Among these political measures, the transportation speed has become a tentative 
regulatory instrument. On the regional scale, the PDUIF has integrated the recommendations 
provided by the Regional Air Quality Plan that, in order to have both a minimum consumption 
of fuel and an optimization of the pollution emission, the traffic speed in the Parisian region 
should be ranged between 70 to 110 km/h depending on the position to the central Paris. In the 
local transport networks, the PDUIF encourages a mixture of different transportation modes by 
multiplying the “30kph zones”. It defines that “this serious limitation of vehicle speed under 30 
km/h, constrained or reminded by the installations and a specific signal system, allows fighting 
efficiently against the road insecurity and reducing the sonorous nuisances and the pollution 
transmissions. The ‘30kph zone’ is thus an essential tool ensuring the better life quality on the 
neighborhood scale”.  

In fact, the term of “30kph zone” had already been defined in France by the law of 1990, 
which added it into the Road Code and assigned to local authorities the responsibility of 
creating the “30kph zone” in cities. The “30kph zone” constituted a statutory and technical 
device for urban authorities to keep the circulation coherent with its local usages on the streets. 
Its number in France comparing to that in German, in the Unite Kingdom or in Austria remains 
relatively modest, but the post-evaluation undertaken in the Parisian region in 1998 confirmed 
that its implementation had produced lots of positive effects (table 2). In its instructive 
documents, the PDUIF indicates that moderating the circulation speed is the first step necessary 
for reducing the automobile traffic, for improving the quality of urban public space and for 
developing the environmental-friendly transportation means. It explains that 30 km/h is a speed 
compatible with the essential needs of urban life because, on urban streets, the circulation 
should not be superior to other needs and a modest traffic speed allows a better cohabitation 
among different transport modes. In its general guidelines, the PDUIF recommends the 
promotion of a “30kph zones” network and the development of smooth-running transportations, 
which can progressively and durably change the driving behaviours in urban areas, which can 
make the road security and environmental quality better, and which could finally improve the 
urban life setting.  
 
Table 2 Improvement evaluation after the implementation of “30kph zone” in the region of Île-de-France 

Number of inhabitants Less than 
2,000 

2,000- 
10,000 

10,000- 
30,000 

More than 
30,000 Total 

Percentage of the cities concerned 82% 91% 92% 100% 92% 
Security 90% 91% 100% 81% 91% 
Habitat 36% 53% 35% 46% 42% 

Pollution 13% 22% 48% 49% 35% 
Social exchange 16% 19% 11% 37% 21% 

Commercial 7% 11% 15% 27% 16% 
Modal transfer 13% 10% 9% 10% 10% 

Source: Les zones 30 d’Ile-de-France, enquête communale 1998, DREIF 

                                                      
23 The PDUIF has identified 140 points on the primary transport network. Improving function, quality of service and 
integration into the urban environment at these points will make public transport a more attractive proposition. 
These hubs are where the various modes of transport interface and key links in the traveller’s transport chain. 
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According to the requirements of the PDUIF’s regional guidelines, the city of Paris 

(central Paris) is now working on its own urban transportation plan, the PDP 24 , on its 
administrative scale. The PDUIF’s recommendations on reducing the traffic speed have been 
integrated into the Parisian urban projects called “Les Quartiers Verts” (The Green 
Neighborhoods). This operation initiated by the new municipal government in 2002 aims to 
improve the circulation security in the city by limiting the traffic speed and to increase the 
conviviality in urban space through the environmental reconfigurations encouraging more civil 
behaviors.  

The Parisian “Green Neighborhood” is first of all a “30kph zone”. The traffic speed is 
limited under 30km/h (or even under 15km/h in some places) and the circulation directions are 
reorganized in order to cut off the passing traffic flows and to send them to the main roads out of 
the neighborhood. Based on this principle, the environmental living quality in the 
neighborhood will be improved by creating small planted squares, widening the sidewalks, 
redistributing the public circulation space for developing smooth-running transportations, 
reserving enough places for the stores, the delivery service and taxi, and etc. The first “Green 
Neighborhood” Alésia Tombe-Issoire has been realized in September 2002. By 2007, the 
municipal government plans to create approximate thirty “Green Neighborhoods” in all the 
arrondissements (districts) of the French capital (figure 3). Some municipal councilmen even 
propose to transform the whole central Paris into a “Green Neighborhood”25.  
 

 

Figure 3. The Quartiers Verts (Green Neighborhoods) Plan of Paris (2002-2007) 
Note: The different colors indicate the dates of realization. 

Source: PDP, Mairie de Paris, 2003 

 

                                                      
24 PDP is the French acronym of Plan de Déplacements de Paris. Its elaboration has been approved by the City 
Council in October 2001. 
25 Maël Thierry, « Partager la rue », in ParisObs, n°8, septembre 2003, p10. 
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6. The speed as a regulatory lever in urban planning  

 
Comparing between Shanghai and Paris, we find that their political targets are quite 

different but the urban transportation speed has been used in both cities as a tentative urban 
management measure. Shanghai tends to accelerate the circulation for the sake of economic 
growth while Paris tries to slow down for security and environmental improvements. Their 
urban development objectives have been set up according to their social and historical contexts. 
Here, we put our interest on how the public interventions on transportation speed contributed to 
the implementation of political strategies. 

Early results have shown that speed is an effective instrument for public authorities to 
carry out certain political projects. In Shanghai, the real estate prices rise more rapid in the 
urban areas connected by high-speed transportation infrastructure than the others. Since 2002, 
the Shanghai subway company has begun to make profit. Different from occidental cities, the 
large-scale urban population spread has not brought decline to the central city. On the contrary, 
the construction density continue rising in central Shanghai26, so do the real estate prices. In 
Paris, the moderation of the traffic speed has achieved positive results. In the first “Green 
Neighborhood” Alésia Tombe-Issoire, an investigation undertaken in January 2003 confirms 
that the motor traffic has sharply fallen between 12% and 18% during the four months after it 
was transformed into “30 kph zone”. In the other “Green Neighborhood” being built, Faubourg 
Saint-Denis Petites-Ecuries, the new circulation plan set up for two months has realized a drop 
of 20% in motor traffic.27 

However, the speed regulation can produce at the same time side effects which will in 
return add difficulties to its manipulation. For the Parisian “Green Neighbourhood”, there are 
certain worries about its restructuring consequence on commercial activities and further on 
urban employment situation. In Alésia Tombe-Issoire, some stores had lost 20-50% of their 
customers after the operation while the others gained 30% more. Part of the former had to be 
closed down.28 The critics also aim at its real effect on reducing the motor traffic. The 
automobile flow decreases effectively in the “Green Neighborhoods”, while it increases 
automatically in the surrounding areas. The costly transformations have merely transferred the 
problems from one place to another. In Shanghai, the political will of acceleration has not 
resulted in a general improvement of city’s circulation. The degradation of the ignored 
secondary network has caused the dysfunction on the rapid transit network. In the subway, the 
passenger overload is around 50% during rush hours, which has caused numerous serious 
incidents and added difficulties to ensure the frequency and regularity.29 The commercial speed 
of metro was slowed down. The traffic jams became more frequent and graver on the main 
                                                      
26 The rise of construction density and the drop of population density result in a increase of average housing area, 
passing from 11.36 m2 per capita in 1990 to 18.35 m2 per capita in 2000.(Shanghai Statistic Yearbook, 2001). 
27 Maël Thierry, « Partager la rue », in ParisObs, n°8, septembre 2003, op. cit. p9-10. 
28 Emmanuelle Walter (2003), “Sept erreurs et sept solutions”, in ParisObs, n°8, septembre 2003, p10-11. 
29 During the peak hours, the subway trains with a capacity of 2,000 passengers have to transport 3,000 passengers. 
The overcrowding in the subway station has caused the death of a passenger, who was pushed down to the rail 
tunnel by the crowd on 4th December 2001.  
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roads and expressways. According to the surveys undertaken by the municipal transportation 
department in November 2001 and in January 2003, the average traffic speed on the northern 
horizontal transport axe had reduced by 24% and that of the middle axe had dropped 26%, 
against a rise of 14% on the southern horizontal axe. A homogenous rapid network has 
worsened the misbalance of traffic. These side effects reveal that speed should not be known as 
an anticipated political objective isolated but a regulatory lever which can produce a wide 
ranging influence on urban organization.  

Because of its extensive urban dimensions, the speed constitutes an instrument to 
examine political orientations. By studying the multiple consequences resulted directly from 
public interventions on urban transportation speed, we can identify the defects of some political 
objectives. The preference to high speed has driven gradually Shanghai into an automobile 
dependent city. Since most of the expressways are closed to buses, it is indispensable to have a 
car before benefiting the rapid circulation. However, 70% of the urban households in 2000 had 
an Annual Disposable Income lower than the average level, 11 718 Yuan per capita (about 
1 420 USD per capita)30. The private car dream is still beyond the ordinary family’s capacity. 
Today, less than 3% of households in Shanghai have a car,31 while most infrastructures projects 
are in the favor of automobile circulation. As most main roads are closed to bicycles, the 
majority of the residents have more troubles traveling in the city. As an individualization tool, 
the speed has destroyed the collective social identity of Shanghai. It constitutes a new gap, not 
only spatial but also social. To the rich, capable of choosing where to live and where to work, 
the speed enriches their options, while, to the underprivileged families, the speed means a rise 
of living costs. Most local inhabitants moved out for urban redevelopment can no longer pay 
the high cost for returning to where they were born. They have to stay in suburbs where the 
public transportation services are poor. The central city is gentrified by the occupation of rich 
households from other cities. The same worry exists in the Parisian “Green Neighborhoods” 
project. Certain people criticize that the new municipal orientations are concerned more about 
the environmental problems than the social ones. The moderation of traffic speed appreciated 
by the ecologist politicians would accelerate the gentrification in the relative urban 
neighborhoods. The mayor of the 2nd arrondissement of Paris, J. Boutault, accepted that “the 
improvement of urban living setting could lead to soaring prices, and to the departure of modest 
households.” The transformation of the Montorgueil neighborhood is a reference. After it was 
transformed into a pedestrian area in the early 1990s, the housing price there has been spiraling 
even during a serious real estate crisis. The price of apartments in this neighborhood has now 
passed 4,500 euro/m2 and consequently the traditional corner shops have disappeared.  

The speed as a regulatory tool has been used in two cities for a short period of time, so it 
is still too early to establish a general evaluation about its contributions to urban management. 
Being a common concept close to everyday activities, the speed can serve a communication 
tool encouraging the public participation in the urban planning procedure. The experience of 
the Parisian “Green Neighborhoods” projects shows that the speed regulation is a good 
advocate for dialogues not only between different municipal departments but also among public 
agents, associations, automobilists, and storekeepers, etc. It renders the regulation more 
                                                      
30 Shanghai Statistic Yearbook, 2001  
31 In the end of 2002, the numbers of households and of private cars in Shanghai are respectively 4.81 millions and 
140,241.  
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interpretive and helps to establish a common action scheme shared by different actors. 
J.-G. Padioleau [2000] argued that public actions in the contemporary society are facing 

three challenges: ambiguity, efficacy and uncertainty. Being part of public actions, the urban 
planning plays a role more and more important in the continuously urbanized society. Our 
analyses show that urban transportation speed provides a cognitive tool for understanding the 
urban functions, constitutes an effective tool for public regulations in term of urban 
developments and helps to set up an enlarged partnership among different actors. Therefore, we 
can assume that the integration of the urban transportation speed into the urban planning 
process could enhance its feasibility and render the public authorities more capable in their 
orientation of urban development.  
 
 
 

7. Conclusion 

 
The current increase of transportation speed in the city is part of the evolution of 

contemporary urban society. The ability of the rapid technical progress in accordance with the 
increased demand of urban mobility will render the city of future the city of speed. The various 
flows of persons, goods and information would become an increasingly structuring factor for 
the urban space and its functions. The articulation between transportation infrastructure 
networks and their territories is a fundamental question for urban development. 

The acceleration of urban transportation goes with an important differentiation of 
speeds in time and in space. Meeting the individualized social need, this differentiation 
indicates that high speed will not be a general trend in the future cities, where will cohabitate 
diversified travel speeds. 

With the rising urban mobility, a new type of urbanity is emerging. Different from the 
traditional one characterized by centrality, continuity and spatial proximity, it functions on 
networks, overtakes certain natural constraints and creates a boundless no-place urban realm, 
where time determines the social interactions. The speed, by which the correlation between 
time and space is established, becomes an important revelator of urbanity. The current general 
acceleration of urban transportation speed doesn’t signify the decline of the city but the 
appearance of a new urban development mode. It demands a new type of urban management on 
various territorial scales.  

Recognizing the city as a device for optimizing the social interactions, we understand 
that the urban evolution is always conditioned by both the density and the speed. The former 
enhances the spatial proximity while the latter ensures the temporal accessibility. Therefore, the 
speed is an important tool, alternative to the density, for the urban development. 

City authorities began to regulate the urban development in the industrial era by 
creating urban planning instruments. Density has been used as an effective regulatory lever of 
urban planning devices for years. However, speed, looked as a technical issue, is still excluded 
from urban planning nowadays. This laissez-faire attitude explains, in today’s cities, the abuse 
of speed for satisfying the natural or political desire. The grave urban problems resulted from 
the blind motorization in industrial cities have taught us a lesson. The urban acceleration should 
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not be looked as a natural social progress due to the technical advancement. Contrarily, speed 
can be used as a regulatory tool for public interventions on urban development. 

Our comparative analyses between Shanghai and Paris confirm that speed can be a 
potential urban planning tool or more generally a public regulatory lever. Producing direct 
effects in all urban dimensions, the regulation of speed presents an efficient measure for 
achieving certain political targets. Analyzing its different consequences is helpful for 
identifying the defects of political orientations. Moreover, the speed constitutes a 
communication tool favorable for establishing the dialogue among different actors. Integrating 
the speed regulation into urban planning will contribute to the coherence between urban 
transport and land use both in every day management and in development projects.  

Our presentation here is generally confined to empirical analyses. The studied cases 
used in our analysis are both large city having gone through a traditional centralized urban 
development process. Some cases studies in small cities and in clustered urban areas are still 
needed before arriving at our final conclusion that the speed of urban transportation speed 
constitute an effective regulatory tool for future urban management. Some concrete 
methodological proposals would be indispensable for going farther in the discussions. And the 
institutional structure of speed regulation would be an interesting question. 
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