
Projecting the Metropolis: Paris 2024 and the (re)scaling of 
metropolitan governance  
 
 
Damien Geffroy, Virginia Tech  
Robert Oliver, Virginia Tech  
Luke Juran, Virginia Tech 
Thomas Skuzinski, Virginia Tech 



Introduction 
 
 
Mega-events, flagship projects, and strategic city projects often satisfy multiple development 

objectives (Swyngedouw et al. 2002, Fainstein 2008; Raco and Henderson 2009; Eizenberg and 

Cohen 2015; Listerborn 2017), and recent scholarship has shifted from emphasizing mega-events 

as motivators of physical urban development to highlighting their role as catalysts for 

institutional change (Benneworth and Dauncey 2010; Oliver and Lauermann 2017; Di Vita 2018; 

Trubina 2019). A large number of investigations have positioned mega-events as critical 

opportunities to observe the dynamics of urban restructuring, while questioning the various 

disruptions i.e.  cultural, economic, environmental, political, social, and spatial that manifest 

with each hosting (Andranovich et al. 2001; Smith 2012; Raco 2014; Ziakas 2015; Dunigan et al. 

2019; Lauermann 2019; Derks et al. 2020; Leal de Oliveira et al. 2020). For several decades 

research efforts have been keen to illustrate how each instantiation of the Olympic Games (and 

other mega-events), while seeking to serve place-specific purposes, have grappled with the 

transcalarity of urban politics.  1992 Olympic effort which is often credited 

with helping to improve the competitiveness of the Barcelona Metropolitan Region, to the more 

-events can be 

leveraged to advance new urban agendas and assist in the reconfiguring of the scale in which the 

city is regarded (Tomàs 2004; Pareja-Eastaway 2009; Müller and Gaffney 2018; Di Vita 2018; 

2020). At the same time, significant attention has also been directed towards defining and 

highlighting the various and shifting legacy objectives of mega-events (Smith 2012; Chalip 

2014; Thomson et al. 2018). For instance, there is a growing body of literature illustrating the 

difference between mega-events that seek to accelerate urban projects (accelerated legacy) from 



those events whose aim is to create political momentum (motivated legacy) in support of projects 

(Kassens-Noor et al. 2015; Lauermann 2019).  

Although previous research has considered mega-events (and the bidding processes that 

often precede them) as opportunities for rescaling and territorialization (Müller 2011, 2012; 

Smith 2014; Gaffney 2018; Bao et al. 2019), or explored how they afford legitimacy to pre-

existing development strategies, and investigated their place in the political economy of the 

development of city-regions (Davis 2019; Evans 2019; Wolfe 2019), to date there has been little 

empirical or theoretical attention afforded to how Olympic bids are being framed and inserted 

into a metropolitan conversation and how they might be being used to advance efforts of 

regionalization, especially in capitalist democratic contexts. This article asks the question: Can 

mega-events be leveraged to facilitate a vision of metropolitan consensus?  

The recent shift in the parameters of Olympic bidding, introduced by the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) through the promotion of Agenda 2020, has encouraged innovations 

in bid objectives. After a series of bid withdrawals and facing increasing expressions of 

Put simply, Agenda 2020 emerged at a time when 

the IOC was struggling to find cities willing to host (Oliver and Lauermann 2017; Lauermann 

2019). As Lauermann (2019, 53) summarizes, over the last couple of decades the presumed 

benefits of hosting a mega-event has been successfully challenged. Lauermann (2019, 48) links 

the declining interest in hosting to a urban politics of mega-  where increased 

skepticism toward mega-event promises, and the emergence of more explicit forms of urban 

protest directed specifically at urban policy questions convinced urban officials to decline 

opportunities to participate in bid competitions and even cancel bids.  In response, Agenda 2020 



signaled that the IOC was cognizant of the need to reduce the opportunity costs of hosting and 

willingness 

 It is also 

ted concessions 

to recruit host cities, offering subsidies to the municipalities of Paris and Los Angeles to 

 

To promote sustainability, the IOC now encourages cities to consider using existing or 

o long-term venue legacy 

IOC 2014, 9). According to Jones and Ponzini (2018), Agenda 

2020 marks a shift towards a new paradigm of operation for mega-events that has important 

implications for the logic of mega-events and urban heritage planning and preservation. 

Although mega-events such as the Olympics have long held the potential to influence 

metropolitan policies, the prospect of the Olympics becoming more embedded within the 

existing city suggests a new emerging relationship between events and cities that necessitates 

changes to their planning, governance, and physical implementation  (Jones and Ponzini 2018). 

Although discrepancy remains concerning how the Olympic Games might contribute to various 

heritage and legacy goals (Chappelet 2015; Grix et al. 2017), there is growing recognition that 

urban cultural change associated with mega-events needs to be more sensitive to local cultural 

identities (Minnaert 2012; Guerra et al. 2018). While Agenda 2020 promotes the integration of 

the Olympic project into existing patterns of city development, there is the sense that many civic 

officials are waiting for evidence that 

cultural centrality associated with the global visibility without interfering or destroying cultural 

As Schnitazer and Haizinger (2019, 13) 



argue, 

    

While it is acknowledged that a mega-event such as the Olympic Games requires the 

cooperation of a large number of actors to balance local demands with extra-local expectations, it 

remains imperative to examine how bid and host cities, informed by Agenda 2020, strive for 

 a trans-scalar event and (often missing) multi-

(Di Vita 2020, 302). There is a pressing need to recognize that the catalytic potential of the 

Olympic Games, guided by Agenda 2020, depends on their ability to formulate and guide a 

process that produces institutional change as well as spatial transformation.  

In this article, we explore Paris 2024 means to  

generate momentum for the territorial transformation of Seine-Saint-Denis and examine the 

possibility of Paris 2024 being used to bolster the Métropole du Grand 

Paris (MGP) (a regional territorial governing body given authority over the building of a new 

aquatic center) and the Société du Grand Paris (SGP) (a public company formed to finance and 

construct the Grand Paris Express (GPE) metropolitan transportation system) as part of the 

Grand Paris metropolitan model. Our attention to these two instantiations of state-driven 

regionalization mentioned above arose from a series of semi-structured interviews with key 

stakeholders, which along with supportive review of key documents from the bidding process 

and other planning processes are woven throughout the article (interviews are described 

below).  

Although the Games of the XXXIII Olympiad will not take place until 2024, it remains 

instructive to examine how the pursuit of the Olympic project is progressing in Paris and how it 

has the potential to inform and even transform metropolitan politics. While our effort remains 



exploratory, the implications and applications are real and are likely to materialize in future bid 

city strategies. As we explore in more detail in the body of the article, the Paris region is similar 

to many metropolitan regions in exhibiting longstanding socioeconomic tensions between the 

core and periphery and among competing peripheral centers. The territorial organization of Paris 

exhibits strong fragmentation both horizontally and vertically (i.e., in the numbers of levels of 

subnational governments, from regional to local), and the distribution of authority and autonomy 

among these levels has varied and remains subject to political contestation. This is the 

challenging context in which the negotiation of the ambition of Paris 2024 needs to be 

understood. This process presents a unique challenge and begs for an examination of the 

question: Can mega-events be leveraged to facilitate a vision of metropolitan consensus? 

We organize the remainder of the paper as follows. First, we describe the interview 

process, identifying where interviewees were selected from and note key framing questions. 

Next, we provide background on the structure of governance in metropolitan Paris. We also 

provide historical background on Paris as an Olympic city both as a prior host and as a serial 

bidder to help frame how the 2024 bid is unique. We then detail how the Olympic concept is 

linked to the vision of Grand Paris and examine how Olympic physical development is being 

used to strengthen the legal and financial position of nascent regional governance entities. This is 

the crux of the discussion and where core contributions of this article emerge, specifically in its 

attempt to interrogate how Olympic bidding and planning processes are being negotiated to 

foster inter-municipal cooperation.   

 

Examining the Logic of the 2024 Olympic Bid: Key Informant Interviews  

Seven stakeholder informants, each who possess specialized institutional knowledge through 



their involvement with regional governance and mega-event development, were purposefully 

selected in order to probe the significance of the development-oriented, multi-scalar nature of the 

Paris 2024 Olympic bid. Interviewees included individuals with authority in political and 

administrative institutions within the Île-de-France region, and public officials involved with the 

2024 Paris Olympics or the Grand Paris project. Interviewees were specifically selected from the 

Strategic Partnerships at the Société du Grand Paris (the authority in charge of the construction 

of the Grand Paris Express); the Olympic and Paralympic Games Mission in Plaine Commune 

(responsible for ensuring a cross-

operational phase to secure maximal benefits for local populations); the City of Paris General 

Delegation for the Olympic and Paralympic Games and Mega-Events (involved with the G

public policies are carried out in the Île-de-France region); the Seine-Saint-Denis department 

council; and the Métropole du Grand Paris mission (the administrative entity attached to the City 

the Métropole du Grand Paris and with territorial collectivities of the Parisian agglomeration). 

The interviewees are identified by name and affiliation in the following sections.  

Interviews were conducted in person or via video telecommunication from June to 

September 2018 and ranged from 45 to 90 minutes in duration. General prompt questions were 

provided to interviewees probing the governance of development in preparation for the 2024 

Olympic Games, both in the urban core and the region. Sample questions included: Whose and 

what urban development objectives are best reflected by Parisian bid for the 2024 Olympic 

Games? How are these objectives legitimated or negotiated? Who do you think are the key 

stakeholders in developing the Olympic bid, and now the Olympic Games strategy? Which areas 



of the Greater Paris will potentially benefit the most from hosting the 2024 Summer Olympics? 

Please describe the linkages between the Grand Paris project and the 2024 Summer Olympics. 

To facilitate dialogic autonomy, interviewees were granted discretion to discuss any 

issues they deemed relevant to the governance, urban development, and Olympic processes 

(Trier-Bieniek 2012). Interview data were transcribed in French and translated to English. Data 

were then cross-analyzed by the research team to triangulate data points, verify and refute 

assertions, add nuance to original findings, and achieve data saturation surrounding a set of 

predefined and emergent themes (Baxter and Eyles 1997; Morse et al. 2002). Interview data was 

cross-referenced and supplemented with information emerging from secondary material 

including planning documents, presentations, and local newspaper articles. Data were examined 

d interviewee narratives and experiences to 

arrive at a larger meta-narrative (Geertz 1973). 

 

Governance of Metropolitan Paris 

The representation of Paris as a magnificent cultural nest of avenues graced with lavish 

boutiques and grandiose monuments covers up an undeniable dichotomy: the wealthy urban core 

economically, politically, and culturally dominates while much of the banlieues (suburbs) in the 

broader Île-de-France region struggle and feel forsaken (Avenel 2009; Enright 2016; 2018). 

While the peripheral banlieues encompass economically heterogeneous neighborhoods, they are 

often collectively perceived as dominated by social disenfranchisement that give rise to high 

rates of delinquency, poverty, unemployment, and unrest (Angélil and Siress 2012). Forming an 

inconsistent belt that surrounds the urban core, the banlieues have been characterized as places of 

persistent neglect (Angélil and Siress 2012; Enright 2016).  



In Paris, the pursuit of an entrepreneurial urban agenda over the past couple of decades 

enbourgeoisement of the city and a polarized socioeconomic landscape that 

sets the enriched center against its periphery, the poorer eastern suburbs against the richer 

most strongly highlighted in recent decades 

by the 2005 French Riots that emerged from Clichy-sous-Bois and spread to suburbs across 

France (Body-Gendrot 2016; Subra and Newman 2008). 

Establishing a truly representative agenda for Paris and the surrounding suburbs has long 

been difficult, due both to economic and ideological cleavages what Enright refers to as 

both a blessing and threat to two important competitors for influence: the national government 

and the Île-de- es to be strained as 

the 

(Enright 2018, 247). State investment in Paris is situated and legitimated on the basis that France 

s competitive footprint upon the historical and contemporary 

global system. At the same time, by favoring the concentration of resources in Paris there is risk 

that the competitive potential of other population centers is weakened (Crouch and Le Galès 

2012). Focused investment in Paris can appear to run counter to the interpretation of 

ated behind its ring 

striving to cope with social unrest, and struggling to reinvent and 

transform itself in a new era of global capitalism gained further traction when London was 

awarded the 2012 Summer Olympics in 2005. 



The prospect of a cooperative and balanced urban governance scenario for greater Paris 

has proven elusive. As Orillard (2017) notes, the planning history of Paris is mired with 

misconception and even amnesia, with key planning documents often overlooked by those 

seeking to convey that a greater Paris is a recent manifestation. For more than a century there has 

been a desire to instill institutional coherence among the various governmental tiers that operate 

both in Paris and the Île-de-France region (Ancien 2005; 

mille-feuille (multi-layer cake) is notorious for hindering the establishment of a metropolitan 

model that promotes dynamics of cooperation (Estèbe and Le Galès 2003; Bourdeau-Lepage 

2013; Enright 2016). The primacy of Paris in the French urban system has also proven to be a 

significant challenge and is frequently criticized for overshadowing the competitive advantages 

of other constituencies. With more than 11 million inhabitants in its urban area (greater than 2 

million in the core), Paris is more than eightfold the size of secondary cities such as Marseille 

and Lyon. 

This asymmetry generates a tense argument as to whether capital should  

in any national growth  or the  of Paris needs to be limited and territorial 

investment widespread to ensure more balanced national  (Enright 2018, 247). The 

credibility of both arguments has generated various reform efforts, but trying to instill 

appropriately sized governing institutions in France that are responsive to global 

transformations yet sensitive to the local and regional interests of millions of residents has 

proven burdensome. Several attempts to produce intergovernmental reforms, both vertically 

among nation, region, and locality, and horizontally among the localities, have been criticized for 

(Wollman 2010, 277). 



Although the socialist  decentralization laws of 1982 sought to extend 

powers outward, efforts to rescale the balance of power and responsibilities (planning or 

otherwise) across the French urban system has nevertheless resulted in a form of territorial 

governance that, as Geppert 

decision in 2010 to introduce a series of new territorial collectivities (e.g., Métropole du Grand 

-Marseille-Provence, Toulouse Métropole, Métropole Grand Nancy) has 

only deepened the need to sort out how Paris will address a host of socio-spatial tensions. In 

Paris, an entanglement of powers is being rationalized, as Halbert (2012) aptly identifies, across 

multiple spatial scales simultaneously. It is against this changing metropolitan backdrop that 

 

 
 

 
Paris is, of course, already an Olympic City, having hosted the 1900 and 1924 Games. 

The capital city has also become a serial bidder, having unsuccessfully submitted bids for the 

bids is beyond the scope of this paper, recent bid teams have shifted the location of key 

infrastructure and altered their bidding logics in search of a good   for the Games 

(Strohmayer 2013; Oliver and Lauerman 2017). Strohmayer (2013, 192) notes all of the recently 

m  or   within the old 1841-1844 walls of Paris long since replaced by the 

Boulevards des Maréchaux and the ring motorway known as the péripherique or beyond it, 

 

The 1992 Games plan focused on Bercy and Tolbiac, both industrial sites located along 

the Seine. Despite the realization that Paris would not host the 1992 Summer Olympics, Tolbiac 



remained  prime area of urban renewal as its neglected industrial past afforded the 

opportunity to start from scratch (Strohmayer 2013). Instead of grandiose Olympic facilities, 

Tolbiac most notably saw the construction of the National Library of France, a key piece of the 

Grands Projets of François Mitterrand, an architectural endeavor to embellish the capital city 

with modern monuments. In contrast, the 2008 bid focused on the Plaine de Saint Denis, a 

neighborhood north of Paris, incorporating the newly built Stade de France (built for the 1998 

FIFA World Cup) while promoting the Games as an opportunity to  the division 

Saint-Denis had undergone significant urbanization since the construction of the national 

stadium, it remained in need of further investment to consolidate its resilience and strengthen 

development dynamics that were initiated. 

The 2012 bid once again stressed the importance of accelerating development in Plaine 

de Saint Denis, claiming that  development of public projects on the city boundaries will 

enhance  It returned attention 

-Western Paris. While the Stade de France was 

incorporated in the 2012 bid plan, the transformative potential of the 2012 Games was linked to 

-Cloud, Porte de la Chapelle) and 

crucially to the construction of the Olympic village on a 50-hectare site in the Batignolles. The 

bid team conveyed that the Batignolle site was among the last areas of the city requiring 

redevelopment. Compactness, Léo Fauconnet (Head of the governance mission within the 

, 2018, personal communication) explained, was one of 

an Olympic park in close vicinity to have the biggest project  adding that  were 



looking for 150 

Although the 2012 bid failed, the Batignolles development proceeded with a new urban park 

(Parc Martin Luther King) and the new Palais de la Justice now occupies the site (Oliver and 

Laurmann 2017).  

Paris secured the right to host the 2024 Summer Olympics, a mega-event which 

traditionally demands a considerable urban footprint. Each of the three failed bids lend evidence 

fulfillment of bid promises also means that new bids are forced to 

 118-119). Since 

land unavailability was already a significant issue in conceiving candidacy for the 2012 Summer 

 

While the 2024 Summer Olympics are ostensibly linked to Paris, the spatial requirements of the 

event explicitly expose  dilemma of accommodating specialty infrastructure and 

developing legacy goals within its own city limits. In short, the logic of compactness has shifted 

between the 2012 and 2024 candidacies (Céline Daviet, Director of the Olympic and Paralympic 

Games Mission in Plaine Commune, 2018, personal communication). Since siting an Olympic 

village in Paris was no longer a possibility, the bid team once again targeted a site in the Plaine 

Commune and promoted the social housing legacy that would materialize through regenerating 

for the Olympic and Paralympic Games and Mega-Events, 2018, personal communication). This 

strategy aligned nicely with the desire to use the 2024 bid as an opportunity to reduce 

inequalities between the urban core and the banlieue. 

As soon as the decision was made to bid for the 2024 Games, Paris agreed to promote a 

project dynamic oriented towards a re-centered and arguably more regional pattern of 



development. Instead of the city-

stresses the importance of regenerating Saint-Denis. It is a strategy similar to one London 2012 

employed when it expressed the goal of transforming the Stratford area of east London. While 

 monuments will be transformed into temporary venues, most urban 

development planned for the 2024 Games is designed to positively affect Saint-Denis and its 

in Saint-Denis]. We have the 

village, we have the stadium, we have other Olympic facilities. Of course the centrality in terms 

of prestige is in Paris because monuments are used. But in terms of planning, of urban 

transformation, the centrality is more in [the] Seine-Saint-

(Daviet 2018, personal communication). The siting of key Olympic facilities in  northeast 

suburbs has been accompanied by eagerness to promote a new identity of the banlieue and the 

region. This shift in territorialization aligned well with an ongoing reimagining of the Paris 

metropolitan model. In the remainder of the paper, we describe in more detail the Grand Paris 

vision, the new organizations formed in its wake, and the links between those institutional 

changes and the physical development needed for the 2024 Olympics. 

 

Grand Paris 

processes in the region. Sarkozy invited a number of top architects and planning agencies to 

design scenarios that would expand  boundaries, stimulate economic development, and 

more fully integrate the suburbs with the city center. Grand Paris not only further inserted Paris 

into the decision making of suburban enclaves, but also marked a re-entry of the State into land 

use and transportation planning (Saltmarsh 2009; Gonick 2011; Enright 2018). By 



acknowledging core-periphery tensions and what was perceived by the public to be an erosion of 

Parisian identity, Enright (2014, 385-86) argue -city 

status of Paris through a physical overhaul of space and through replacing the longstanding core- 

periphery layout of the city with a polycentric infrastructure where peripheral nodes of 

specialized late c

basis in 2010 with the passing of the Greater Paris Act. In addition, the Société du Grand Paris 

(SGP), a new public company, was formed to spearhead the financing and building of a new 

transit network, the Grand Paris Express (GPE). Developing Grand Paris requires confronting the 

considerable discord that exists between state and local levels, between core and periphery, and 

between local governments and regional planning and management agencies in France (Kantor et 

al. 2012; Bourdeau-Lepage 2013; Subra and Newman 2008; Breuillard 2012).  

The re-entry of the State in 2007 into reimagining the region in both its governance and 

infrastructure through the Grand Paris vision was, at least ostensibly, about ameliorating 

territorial inequalities and strengthening  resilience to economic transitions while 

addressing emerging metropolitan challenges such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and 

energy production (Fauconnet, 2018, personal communication). Grand Paris encompassed a 

globalization and under conditions of postcolonial life, a social mandate to address inequalities 

between the historic city core and the peripheral suburbs, and an economic mandate to increase 

regional  (Enright 2014, 382). 

The bid team took great care to articulate that urban projects would not be fabricated 

specifically for the event and stressed that the Olympic Games would accelerate projects 

previously suspended due to limited financial resources (Bernardi 2017). The candidature file 



frequently referenced the Grand Paris initiative and even labeled the cluster of venues proposed 

for Seine-Saint-Denis, the département covering only the northeast suburbs in the petite 

couronne  There is much to be gained from the decision to allocate a 

large part of the legacy program to Seine-Saint-Denis. Despite its proximity to 

Paris, the département remains a struggling territory, with lingering socio-economic and 

institutional hindrances continuing to undermine the success of the metropolitan model and 

ambition to reaffirm its global attractiveness. By emphasizing development 

in Seine-Saint-Denis, the 2024 Olympics are being leveraged as a platform to espouse a narrative 

of virtuous amelioration. Thus, beyond rekindling well-

(PARIS 2024 2017).  

The 2024 bid logic and metropolitan ambitions of Grand Paris are deeply entwined. 

Dolbois (2018, personal communication) e the idea of the Grand Paris fed our 

-Saint-

Yet, it should be noted that harnessing the Olympics to accelerate the 

vision of Grand Paris is not without risk, as significant pressure has now been placed on a 

sporting event to foster inclusivity and reduce social and spatial barriers, which is no small task. 

Moreover, these goals emerged from a bid that did not offer an opportunity for the citizens of 

Paris and Saint-Denis to vote via referendum on whether or not the 2024 Olympics were a 

desirable investment project in the first place. 

While bidding for and hosting the Olympic Games can be used to provoke a sense of 

unity and cohesiveness, general consensus is difficult to attain, let alone maintain, in a highly 

fragmented institutional setting such as the Île-de-France region. Sport development is often 



seized as an opportunity to trigger unique negotiations, maximize collective benefits, and force 

multi-scalar collaboration among institutional actors otherwise inconveniently uncoordinated 

(Oliver 2011; Smith 2012; Raco 2013; Oliver and Lauermann 2017). This is true, too, for Paris 

2024. Interviewees acknowledged the unique opportunity for collaboration presented by the 

Games and associated projects. For example, driven by a collective desire to benefit from an 

extensive legacy program, stakeholders involved in Paris 2024 are in the estimation of 

Quenting Vaillant, Assistant director of the Métropole du Grand Paris mission sharing 

-

territorial entities (2018, personal communication). And according to Fauconnet (2018, personal 

communication), planning for Pa  

consolidate projects already in motion  but also to initiate this 

Likewise, Barbé (Director of Strategic Partnerships at the Société du Grand Paris, 2018, personal 

communi -event is a great catalyst of energies and is 

 

Major international events are often catalysts for building governance capacity 

(Benneworth and Dauncey 2010). Thus, the 2024 bid, as well as the planning and hosting of the 

Games, is being perceived and framed by at least some actors as an occasion to develop 

consensual politics across the Paris agglo is interesting through this Olympic 

we work on a common development thanks to the Games. Paris accepts from the beginning of 

the candidacy of course its central position but also almost all economic and urban benefits to be 

for Seine-Saint- The overt willingness to negotiate a collective 



legacy/heritage program for the Olympic Games suggests that sport (e.g., French National 

Olympic and Sports Committee, CNOSF, and French Paralympic and Sports Committee, CPSF) 

and public stakeholders (e.g., State, City of Paris, Île-de-France Region) can work toward a 

common goal. At the very least, the establishment of new relations among some stakeholders 

points to a shift in the discursive construction of the metropolitan region (Fricke and Gualini 

2018). 

Nonetheless, the collaboration necessary in a fragmented governance landscape can leave 

opportunities for power imposed from above. Since the State is acting as the ultimate guarantor 

which the State has the  2018, personal communication). In essence, beyond 

its dedicated budget (proposed to be 

planning, and supervision of all Olympic activities. As the delivery authority for Olympic 

projects, SOLIDEO is critically involved in releasing calls for tender and awarding contracts. 

Through its sponsorship and supervision of more than 35 infrastructure projects, the work 

performed by SOLIDEO helps to define who will have a voice in what Barbé (2018, personal 

 

While a range of existing actors, sectors, and contractual negotiations are required to plan 

and deploy the Games, much of the new metropolitan vision is being applied from above. 

Despite territorial challenges that suggest the need for an entity of intermediate scale, the French 

State remains a central authority that actively seeks to influence regional governance. As noted 



project initiated by the State, wished by Nicolas Sarkozy who assigned [ ] a newly established 

Secretary of State tasked with the Capital regio  development.   

Despite this catalytic opportunity for collaboration among existing entities, the Games 

provide an opportunity to strengthen nascent organizations that were integral to the physical 

development necessary for the Olympics (i.e., what had been pushed for as foundational to the 

preferred metropolitan model of the State). We explore in the next two sections how these two 

governing organizations the public company charged with advancing the GPE known as 

Société du Grand Paris (SGP) and an embryonic regional governing body named the Métropole 

du Grand Paris (MGP) were bolstered by the 2024 Paris Olympics. 

 

State-led regionalization and the Olympics  
 

It was the development of new rapid transportation lines for the Grand Paris Express 

(GPE) that initially drove the territorial reforms of Grand Paris envisioned by Sarkozy. The goal 

of the GPE project was to foster increased territorial integration through a sizable expansion of 

transport networks. Extending current lines and building new metro and rail stops would, in 

theory, create new economic hubs and attract additional capital investment while also stimulating 

new patterns of mobility. The argument, politically, was that suburban integration would be 

strengthened by reconfiguring the hub and spoke model of the existing transportation system. A 

nationally appointed special purpose agency, Société du Grand Paris (SGP), was empowered to 

manage the Grand Paris transportation system through enactment of the Grand Paris Act (June 

2010).  

As mentioned, the GPE served as one way to strongly signal an extra-mural, metropolitan 

commitment and the 2024 Games helped significantly reify the project. Enright (2012; 2013) 

argues that the SGP gained power at the expense of the Île-de-France regional government, 



allowing the shift of transportation decisions to the national level to reinforce the institutional 

and spatial changes in the Île-de-France region. Clair Peuvergne, Director of the Institut 

Régional de Développement du Sport within the Institut   

affirmed that  Olympic bid built on the GPE:  is transportation that first conditions the 

[Olympic] candidacy project  (Peuvergne 2018, personnel communication). Valérie 

Pécresse, Présidente of the Île-de-France region, further notes that:  Games is the assurance 

that the State will keep its financial commitment for the regeneration of transport in Île-de-

(Pécresse translation, cited in Hernandez 2017, online). Since the Olympic project depends on 

reliable transportation, a deadline extension for the GPE would risk jeopardizing the success of 

the event. According to Mathieu Hanotin, the Seine-Saint-

charge of Sport and Major Events, one benefit of the Olympic project is the presence of strict 

deadlines imposed by the IOC (2018, personal communication). As such, the pressure to 

complete and connect Olympic facilities demands that steady progress is made on the GPE.  

GPE, and the GPE will punctually be reinforced by the fact that things must be finished on time 

 2024 Olympic 

candidature file emphasized how legacy goals for the Olympic Games were  aligned 

with the current urban development plans of the city and 

approach to the 2024 bid process embodies Agenda 2020, as the bid was purposefully 

constructed to comply with newly established recommendations outlined in the guidance 

document. 



The SGP was already in a somewhat strong position prior to the success of the 2024 bid, 

with the impending Games providing further momentum. For the MGP, a State-created regional 

entity formed in 2016, the Olympics seem to have been even more impactful. While Paris is 

located within the Île-de-France regional government, the territorial footprint of the MGP

despite being comprised of more than 130 municipal governments (communes) with more than 7 

million residents (Buchoud 2017) is considerably smaller. The MGP primarily includes the 

communes of the three départements -called petite couronne: 

Hauts-de-Seine, Val-de-Marne, and Seine-Saint-Denis, the latter of which is the locus for much 

of the 2024 Olympic infrastructure. Although the MGP became the new metropolitan authority 

for Grand Paris, it did not replace any existing political or administrative units, nor was any clear 

institutional structure established for coordination with the Île-de-France regional government or 

any inter-municipal governments (Buchoud 2017, 411). 

The governance of one key facility the aquatic center for the 2024 Games in Saint-

Denis would prove to be the institutional shot-in-the-arm needed for the MGP. The new 

aquatic facility was promised to Saint-Denis by President Jacques Chirac in the failed 2012 bid. 

Chirac specifically claimed that certain sporting facilities were necessary and would be built 

regardless of bid outcome. While many projects came to fruition, promises of a state-of-the-art 

almost succeeded; the land was claimed. We had been able to round up fundings for the 

investment, but not for the maintenance ff the aquatic 

communication). 



The 2024 Olympics bid ushered in the policy window to finally deliver the much-needed 

facility. The process was not only utilized to legitimate construction of the aquatic center, but the 

facility was touted as a defining feature of the candidacy. Thus, while the 2012 candidacy 

envisaged a large number of permanent installations, the 2024 effort reflects a reliance on 

existing and temporary facilities that require a more modest investment budget, with the aquatic 

center in Saint-Denis embodying a signature legacy project that affirms goals of Agenda 2020 

while satisfying a currently unfulfilled and regionally significant deliverable (Barbé, 2018, 

personal communication). As noted earlier, the  adoption of Agenda 2020 encourages 

candidate cities to craft more sustainable and durable Games that correspond with long-term 

urban planning and development objectives. 

The choice to locate the aquatic center in Seine-Saint-Denis did not appear to be 

particularly contentious, perhaps because of the clear need to promote sport and health a gap in 

social service provision in the area. Nevertheless, the issue of who would pay for the building, 

as well as operation and maintenance, still required negotiations that illustrate some of the 

tensions endogenous to the complex governance of the metropolitan area. Land previously 

claimed as part of the failed 2012 candidacy is now unavailable for the center because it has 

become part of the GPE project, currently under construction. With other lands adjacent to the 

2012 site determined to be too small, the 2024 bid has shifted siting of the aquatic center 

proximate to the Stade de France in Saint-Denis (Daviet 2018, personal communication). 

Saint-Denis, the newly determined site initially ran counter to the interests of representatives 

from Paris because the land was leased from the city of Paris by a French multinational utility 



(Daviet 2018, personal communication). 

Although the land is located in Seine-Saint- rritory and the city of Paris owns it, 

development of the aquatic facility is being orchestrated by the MGP. As explained by Dolbois 

(2018, persona -Saint-Denis did not feel capable of 

carrying out this big facility [while] (2018, 

personal communication), it was obvious that the MGP  

resolve a governance quandary. Although established to loosely guide housing, economic, and 

environmental decisions that impact the metro area, the MGP has 

 construction 

of the aquatic center to the MGP might be considered an odd decision given that most ongoing 

metropolitan dynamics are pursued without its direct involvement (Fauconnet 2018, personnel 

contribution to the metropolitan conversation was sponsoring, in concert with the State and the 

SGP, the Inventons la Métropole du Grand Paris (Inventing the Greater Paris Metropolis) 

initiative an architectural design competition soliciting submissions for dozens of development 

sites across Grand Paris. The competition was innovative because it permitted proposal teams to 

design visions that were unencumbered by local urban planning protocols. Although the 

competition raised the profile of the MGP, its role as only an intermediary or consultant was 

evident. 

The MGP struggles to significantly impact the metropolitan conversation mainly because 

of its unstable governance, weak budget, and ambiguously defined and delegated roles. The top- 

down institutionalization of an inter-municipal organization with local representation but limited 



authority, autonomy, and resources is not uncommon in highly fragmented metropolitan regions 

(Bel and Warner 2015; Miller and Nelles 2018). What makes the MGP unique is its creation not 

for administration or advancement of a state-wide policy goal with equivalent organizations in 

all French metropolitan regions, but rather as an expression of a singular metropolitan vision 

amidst existing regional government. 

Although purported to reflect the Grand Paris vision, the MGP had not been previously 

empowered to assert any meaningful, formal influence (or even informal clout) as a part of 

existing power networks. As such, the MGP had struggled to transcend an empty institutional 

shell that could only encourage the reimagining of the new face of Grand Paris without any 

significant political leverage. Thus, th

center for the Olympics represents a potentially meaningful new power. While previously ham-

strung,  new role has afforded it representation on the executive boards of both the 

Organizing Committee for the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic Games and SOLIDEO. From 

this perspective, the aquatic center can be viewed as a means for the MGP to establish a foothold 

in both the Olympic project and regional governance (Barbé, 2018, personal communication). 

The MGP has not been hesitant to advertise its participation in the 2024 Olympics and to include 

its metropolitan message. As noted by Dolbois (2018, personal communication), taking over 

destroy an institution when it is useful, when it operates facilities, rather than an institution that is 

  

The decision to have, using the words of one interviewee,  embryonic 

responsible for the manifestation of one of the key 2024 Olympic facilities is risky. Yet, given 



emerged during crucial moments of the process. For instance, the budget for the aquatic center 

became the subject of scrutiny in the spring of 2018. A report commissioned by the State in 

March of 2018 expressed concerns over the potential of the aquatic center generating a 

significant cost overrun. Motivated to curb government expenditures but also deliver its promise 

to establish a legacy in Seine-Saint-Denis, the organizing committee abandoned plans to build a 

permanent 15,000-seat aquatic center and decided to instead construct several permanent pools 

with temporary seating. The redefined infrastructure plan is significant because it is accompanied 

by a reorganization of the French  financial responsibilities. However, the MGP 

remains the project owner. 

Current dynamics aimed at establishing an inter-  

involvement of the MGP in objects of metropolitan interest. Although the Olympic Games 

provide the MGP with the opportunity to exhibit competence, in this situation they are also being 

used to facilitate policy experimentation (Lauermann 2016; Oliver and Lauermann 2017). Should 

this experiment prove successful, the  relevance in the dynamics of metropolitization 

would be both legitimized and bolstered. Meanwhile, if the experiment proves unsuccessful, the 

failure can arguably be attributed to the exceptional circumstances of the sporting event rather 

than a failure of MGP or the inability of the State to develop an appropriate institutional 

framework for metropolitan or regional governance. From this perspective, the 2024 Olympic 

Games can be read as a conscious and politically expedient gamble to test the feasibility of a 

grand ambition through project-based development. 

 

 
 
Conclusion 
 



In the midst of metropolitization processes, sport mega-events appear the ideal tool to 

of the Olympic Games the capacity to be framed in a variety of manners and represent different 

bidding logics that makes them a powerful vehicle to drive urban transformation. It is 

understood that the Paris 2024 Olympics have been fashioned as a lever for the construction of 

Grand Paris. It is also clear that sport is being used as a means to rally public support for 

metropolitan policies. Less obvious, though, and what is unfolding and still yet to fully take 

form, are the evolving institutional implications of bidding and hosting. With much of the 

Olympic footprint designated for areas beyond the gates of inner Paris (particularly the inner 

suburbs of Northern Paris), it is critical to examine how the location and management of 

Olympic facilities are negotiated and their implications in fulfilling broader development 

agendas and strengthening regional governance arrangements. To date, scholars have afforded 

little attention to how Olympic bids are being framed and leveraged in metropolitan 

conversations and how they may be used to advance, or problematize, efforts of regionalization. 

In the case of it is possible that the Olympic project will lead to 

increased cooperation amongst the various local governments in the Paris agglomeration. We 

ultimately argue that the bidding and planning process has both forced and nurtured a much-

needed metropolitan conversation and, moreover, that multi-institutional negotiations across a 

layering of political scales may enable a metropolitan model aligned 

objectives of the central state to come to fruition. This (potential) outcome rising from the 

capitalist democratic administrative mille-feuille that typifies France offers insight into how the 

scale at which the city is regarded (see Tomàs 2004; Pareja-Eastaway 2009; Müller and Gaffney 

2018; Di Vita 2018; 2020) is malleable and can be reconfigured, here the Olympic Games being 



the instrument. Further, among the numerous and oft competing stakeholders, Paris proper was 

able to foster its primacy and territorialization efforts (Müller 2011, 2012; Smith 2014; Gaffney 

2018; Bao et al. 2019) through the advancement of the physical and visionary notion of Grand 

Paris, while Seine-Saint-Denis was simultaneously able to advance its culture, economy, and 

populace whilst contributing to development of the city-region (Davis 2019; Evans 2019; Wolfe 

2019).   

advance Agenda 2020 and rejuvenate the catalytic 

potential of the Olympic Games, the manner that Paris 2024 is advancing broader institutional 

and spatial planning goals is significant because much of the dialogue that occurred among the 

various stakeholders was less about the mega-event itself and more about the trajectory of Paris 

and Île-de- France. Prior to the success of the 2024 Olympics bid, the SGP and the MGP, along 

with SOLIDEO, had become key institutional expressions of governing at the regional scale in 

Grand Paris. The institutions reflected the metropolitan model that has 

been criticized for being antithetical to the very foundations of decades-long, and widely 

supported, reversals of past tendencies of central authority (Subra 2012; Enright 2014). At the 

very least, the fluid patterns of emergent governance structures evoke claims that the State was 

acting in an erratic manner, unpredictably shifting  central power reinforcement and 

local strategic capacity 

suggests there now   she notes that institutional 

capital and goodwill can evaporate quickly, especially if relationships at the national level sour. 

In the meantime, successful engagement with various Games-related urban project management 

activities allows agents that are new to inter-municipal cooperation to manifest crucial 

competence and to mature their authoritative influence. The political momentum garnered by 



Paris 2024 is significant because it illustrates how bid cities, guided by Agenda 2020, can pursue 

legacy objectives that encourage multi-scalar urban policy coordination and thus broaden the 

potential effects of the mega-event.  

The contingent nature of the Olympic process and the fact the Paris Games are still 

several years away does prevent conclusive statements, and it certainly calls for an interrogation 

of the evolving implications. For example, the ongoing construction and incorporation of the 

Paris 2024 vision into the Paris metropolitan model highlights the complexity of defining a 

consensual and legitimate structure of governance in a historically fragmented region such as Île-

de- France. This tension is familiar to scholars of metropolitan governance, who have charted the 

difficulties inherent in various types of regional reforms in heterogeneous institutional settings 

(e.g., Swanstrom 2001; Brenner 2002; Ruano and Profiroiu 2017; Di Vita 2018). While the 

fabrication of a new metropolitan scope creates vertical intergovernmental competition for 

functional legitimacy, the communes may struggle to generate resources for their growing needs 

and engage in interlocal competition for limited financial and political capital a struggle 

paradigmatic of other systems with fragmented, multi-level governance (Craw 2015; Jimenez 

2016). 

Grand Paris Express are indeed projects that incarnate what the Grand Paris is all about [ ] but 

normative 

question of the scale at which metropolitan governance should be institutionalized remains very 

much open, but its answer seems unlikely to be constructed by the Île-de-France regional 

top-down intervention is evident in the very emergence of the MGP as an intermediary layer of 



authority, to promote the Société du Grand Paris and its completion of the GPE, and to reify the 

Grand Paris vision through the structure of SOLIDEO. Although the Olympic project involves 

elected officials across all scales State, regional, and local the institutional imposition of the 

 

Regardless of outcome, planning the 2024 Olympic Games will expose institutional 

capacity, force institutional evolution, and advance a metropolitan agenda that seeks to promote 

Grand Paris as an energetic and enterprising territory while simultaneously rationalizing 

investment in the banlieues. From this perspective, the expansion of the metropolitan transport 

network and completion of Olympic projects are mutually reinforcing, and the fixed deadline of 

the 2024 Games provides temporal pressure to make physical and spatial changes. The long-term 

implications in terms of institutional alliances, agendas for regionalization, infrastructure 

maintenance and resource flows, and the pending cascade of spatio-cultural outcomes are 

unfolding and should be further examined.  

The 2024 Summer Olympics represent a pivotal moment not just for the Grand Paris 

vision, but also for the Olympic Movement. Winning the right to host the Olympic Games is 

 

communication) including the very big project of  metropolitan governance 

transformations.  

 

Epilogue 

In December of 2019, a novel coronavirus commonly known as COVID-19 escalated into a 

global pandemic. The virus reached France in January 2020 and resulted in a mandatory home 

-



March to mid-May 2020.  The lockdown was followed by a phrased lifting of restrictions over 

several months. At the time of writing, new coronavirus infections are being detected in France, 

with the risk of a second wave of infections threatening to add to the immense socio-economic 

pressures experienced by the country.   

The emergence of COVID-19 has shifted the atmosphere around the Olympics. In March 

of 2020, the Tokyo 2020 Olympics were postponed until July 2021. Although the implications 

for Paris 2024 remain uncertain, changing attendance projections, ambiguous and shifting 

commitments of sponsorship support, construction delays, and other challenges pose significant 

risks to the planning and delivery of the 2024 Games. The Covid-19 crisis has also (re)exposed 

the geography of vulnerability that exists in Île-de-France. As described by Mira Kamdar (2020) 

in The Atlantic, residents of Seine-Saint-Denis have struggled more than the residents of Paris 

proper during the pandemic, a fact confirmed by higher mortality rates in the suburban 

department. But Kamdar, a banlieue 

understands 

with the transformation of the new Metropolis of Grand Paris remains necessary. Kamdar (2020) 

specifically highlights that the Grand Paris Express and the 2024 Paris Olympic Games as 
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