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ABSTRACT

Inlow-densityurbanareas,technologiesareexpectedtoplayasignificantroleintacklingtheongoing
mobilitytransition.Amultidisciplinaryresearchprojectfocusedonhowasmartsuburbsproject,
inLoos-en-Gohelle,France,couldbepromotedthroughresidentparticipation.However,boththe
lowlevelofsmartphoneownershipandthelackofappetitefortechnologicaltoolsdiscreditedthe
hypothesis that technologieswere essential to a fastermobility transition in this periurban area.
Thisexperienceraisesquestionsaboutthefeasibilityaswellasthecoherenceofanapproachthat
seekstocombinepublicparticipationasanethicalcommitmenttoresearch,withsmartterritories
asascientificandpoliticalproject.Theinhabitantsengagedintheprojectexpressedtheneedanda
certainreadinessforchangewithrespecttomobilitywithinthemunicipalareaofLoos-en-Gohelle,
butweresignificantlyindifferenttotechnologicalsolutions.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

The purpose of this contribution is to report on an action-research programme on sustainable
mobilityinLoos-en-Gohelle(France).Themainhypothesiswasthatinformationandcommunication
technologiescouldsupportaparticipationbasedmobilitytransition.Thislocationwaschosenfor
itsmorphologicalpropertiesasaperiurban,low-densitymunicipality,anditssociologicalprofileof
inhabitantsfamiliarwithparticipatoryprocesses,consideringa20yearsexperienceofecological
transitioninLoos-en-Gohelle,forthepurposeofstudyingthemobilitytransitionatthelocalscale.
Whileourworkledtotheemergenceof“low-tech”and“slow-tech”solutionsinthefieldofsustainable
mobility,emphasisingslowmodesof transportandavoidingsolutionsbasedon informationand
communication technologies, thiswasnot exactly the aimof theprogramme. Indeed,oneof its
centralhypotheseswasthatthenewinformationandcommunicationtechnologieswouldbeessential
toolstoencourageand,supportamobilitytransition,alongsidetheparadigmsofsustainabilityand
participation(Carrel,2013;Hall,1992).Thishypothesiswasinvalidatedbythefieldwork.Local
people–perceivedasthemainpartnersinourresearchdesignframework–tookadifferentview,
rejectinghigh-techsolutionsinfavourofmorefrugalresources.Thepurposeofsharingthisexperience
isthattheresultsmaybeenlighteningtofellowresearcherswhoareincreasinglyincitedtotakea
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multidisciplinary approach– avague leitmotivwhose conditionsof communication,production,
realisationandsuccessneedtobequestionedmoreoften.

Theregionalresearchproject1wasnamedCISMOP,for“Co-construction&InnovationSfor
MObilityinPeriurbanareas“,andlasted18months,startingin2017.Themainresearchobjective
wastodesignandtestalocalapproachtosupportingthemobilitytransitionwiththeinhabitantsof
alow-densityperiurbanmunicipality.Asocialscienceresearcherwasrecruitedintotheinitialteam
oftwoengineersandageographer.ThegoalwastoworkcloselywiththeinhabitantsofLoos-en-
Gohelle,asmallperiurbantowninthePas-de-Calaisdépartment.Withthem,newsolutionswould
becodesignedandtrialledtofacilitateday-to-daymobility.Theaimwouldbetoreplacethetoo
oftenexclusiveandsolitaryuseoftheprivatecarwithmoresocialandsustainablesolutions.The
purposeoftheprojectwastodeterminerelevantapproachesandtoolstosupportlocalpeopleinthis
mobilitytransition.

Themainhypotheseswewishedtotestwerethreefold.First,whetherlocallevelparticipation
was an effective way, both politically and from a research perspective, to engage individuals in
changingtheirmobilitypractices(Rocci,2015;Schwanen,2015).Second,whethertheuseofmultiple
experimentalformatswould:1)leadtoabetterappreciationofmobilityneeds;2)attractpopulations
thatusuallyhave little involvement inpublicparticipation.Finally, the thirdhypothesiswas that
InformationandCommunicationTechnologieswouldbekeytools inhelpingtochangemobility
practices.Thislasthypothesiscalledforasmartsuburbsapproach.

Itseemedastimulatingpieceofresearch,sinceitslocationwasLoos-en-Gohelle,asmalltown
witha20yearhistoryofinvolvementintheecologicaltransition,apioneerinperceivedstrategic
niche management approaches such as renewable energy and eco-construction (Schot & Geels
2008).Nevertheless,researchontravelpracticesinLoos-en-Gohelle,consistentlywiththerestof
thesurroundingterritoryoftheformerMiningBasin,showedthemarkeddominanceoftheprivate
car (SMTAG, 2018). Our objective was therefore to incorporate a mobility component into the
municipality’s transition strategy, while taking into account the marked socio-spatial disparities
betweenthecitycentre,thesocialhousingdistrictsandtheincubationzoneforinnovativeprojects
(Base11/19).

However,meticulousfieldwork,startingwithanimmersionphasefollowedbyquestionnaires
andaseriesofexperiments,framedbyreferencetotheliteratureoncommunity-ledurbantransitions
(Bulkeley,Broto,Hodson,&Marvin,2010;Grin,Rotmans,&Schot,2010;Schot&Geels,2008;
Seyfang&Haxeltine,2012),andinspiredbythemethodsusedintheurbanlivinglabsmovement
(Bulkeleyetal.,2016;Voytenko,McCormick,Evans,&Schliwa,2016),showedthattheterritory
was,onthewhole,“resistant“(Labussière&Aldhuy,2008)toourthirdhypothesis.Thelowlevelof
smartphoneownershipandwebconnection,andmorebroadlytheindifferencetotechnologyofthe
citizensinvolvedintheproject,promptedustoadvocatelow-techsolutions,drawingonresourcesthat
mayinitiallyhavebeenunderestimated:solidarity,flexibility,creativity,pragmatism.Democratic,
social and organisational innovations overcame our appetite for digital mobilities, smartphone
applicationsandconnectedobjects.

Whiletheprogrammesucceededinenrollingmorethanfivehundredinhabitantsandengaging
localauthoritiesindevelopingaterritorialpolicyonsustainablemobility,thelow-techdimension
oftheco-constructedsolutionswasdiscouragingtotheengineersontheteam,whoexperiencedthis
reorientationasafailure.

Thiscontributionisthereforeinthefirstplaceanopportunitytodescribetheprotocolemployed
inthefieldresearchandtheprocessofdevelopinginnovativelow-techmobilitysolutionswiththe
inhabitantsofLoos-en-Gohelle,andtopresentthesesolutionsandtheireffects.Secondly,itisalso
anopportunitytodiscussthereasonfortheinitialdecisiontoresearchandsupporttheadventof
smart suburbs.The fielddata revealed in thearticle showhow the technological indifferenceof
theinhabitantsisconsistentwithnationalstatistics(BonnevilleandLengyel,2017)onthenational
population’sattitudetodigitalmobilities.
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