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On a site covering nearly seven hectares in the Cité 
Descartes cluster in Marne-la-Vallée lies the Pôle 
Scientifique et Technique Paris-Est (PST) which has 
been baptised the Espace Bienvenüe in memory of 
Fulgance Bienvenüe, inspector general of the Ponts 
et Chaussées engineering school and father of the 
Parisian metro system 
The space completes the Cité Descartes that has 
been incorporated into this new town and meets the 
needs of the programme imposed by the Ministry of 
Ecology, Sustainable development and Energy. Its aim 
is to group together the Ministry’s training and research 
facilities on the Marne-la-Vallée site and create a 
centre of excellence focussed on the sustainable city. 
The Paris-Est scientific and technical pole, which 
brings together the various disciplines of higher 
education, training, research and engineering, is a 
major innovative project intended to encourage the 
emergence of a new way to design, build, develop and 
manage cities 
As a marker of the State’s commitment to the 
implementation of the decisions taken during the 
Grenelle environment forum, the Bienvenüe building 
stands next to the Ecole des Ponts Paris Tech, ENSG and 
the Coriolis building, all three of which highly involved 
in research and experimentation. Bienvenüe has a 
surface area of nearly 40,000 m², of which 25,000 m² of 
offices and 10,000 m² of laboratories (chemical, optical 
and materials), as well as a test slab (50 x 10 m), a 
conference centre (auditorium seating 250 people and 
meeting rooms), and a restaurant seating 1,700.    

Programme: 
Launched in 2008, the international competition had 
a three-fold ambition: to create an approach to urban 
landscaping, design a functional architecture able 
to adapt over time, and express an ambitious High 
Environmental Quality approach backed by the French 
HQE building certification system. 
Four agencies were considered, including that of 
the architect Jean-Philippe Pargade. The latter was 
designated as the winner alongside the SNC Lavalin 
engineering firm. 
The client is the property and housing action delegation 
of the concerned ministry.    

The pole contributes to the major geographic balances 
of the capital region. Located 20 minutes from Paris 
(15 km), it aims at becoming a defining element in the 
development of the eastern Paris region. At the heart of 
the Cité Descartes cluster, the Bienvenüe building is a 
place of specific synergies between several research 
institutions: 

• French Institute of Science and Technology for
Transport, Development and Networks (IFSTTAR), 

• Ecole des Ponts Paris Tech, 

• Scientific and Technical Centre for Buildings (CSTB) 

• and PRES Université Paris-Est, in connection
with the AdvanCity competitiveness pole and the 
urban development project promoted by the Marne la 
Vallée planning and development (Epamarne).  

On a larger scale, thanks to the Greater Paris initiative  
(a new global plan for the Paris metropolitan region), 
the project will develop a major research pole 
focused on green technologies at the national and 
international level. It is slated to become one of the 
world’s largest centres that addresses the issue of 
the urban city.

A DEFINING POLE IN THE REGION
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The architectural concept is based on the ambition of 
creating an exceptional urban event: the Cité Descartes 
campus. It showcases a vast public area in the centre 
of a block unique to the new town, which reinforces 
urban structures and interlinks existing facilities. 
In an extension of the green setting of the university 
campus, the creation of a long, undulating concrete 
structure covered with a landscaped garden contrasts 
with the flatness of the site. This 200-metre long green 
slab makes up the large central park, which is magnified 
at the level of the campus and the city. The architecture 
is in perfect harmony with the environment, which 
offers a panoramic view from the green roof terrace. 
The contrast between the density of the buildings that 
abut the block to the north and the fresh air of this vast 
garden enhances the urban landscape. The wooden 
huts by the Japanese artist Tadashi Kawamata dotted 
here and there reinforce this feeling. 

THE CAMPUS: AN URBAN EVENT
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The new Bienvenüe building is flexible, multi-functional 
and scalable. Its architecture fosters exchanges 
between the disciplines and the organisation of 
teamwork. This is achieved with the large multi-purpose 
area on the ground floor, under the arch. It brings 
together all the shared functions: library, auditorium, 
restaurant, sports rooms and a technical area made 
up of a monumental test hall, laboratories and meeting 
rooms. The layout of the main reception lobby in the 
axis that crosses the lobby of the Ecole Nationale des 
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Ponts et Chaussées reinforces the complementarity 
between teaching and research.
The office area located in a unit along the Boulevard 
Newton reconciles the independence and autonomy 
of each speciality. 
The shared functions are in glassed areas that are bathed 
in natural light. They give a feeling of great transparency 
and perspective and overlook the large park, while 
the office division is made airy with the patios that 
contribute the warm atmosphere of the place and the  
well-being of users.

A LIVING AREA
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The architectural approach integrates all the 
innovations that promote sustainable development. It 
highlights the relationship between the environment, 
energy management, servicing and maintenance, 
hygrothermic and visual comfort. 
Special emphasis has been placed on the low-energy 
target, and the building now has the BBC label. This 
objective will be achieved through an overall bioclimatic 
design: orientation and insulation of the building 
(south façade largely open towards the campus and 
retrieving solar energy/north façade more closed and 
thus offering an insulating wall with a strong thermal 
inertia), natural ventilation, rainwater collection, 
insulating materials. The main source of energy for 
heating and cooling the building is geothermal energy 
obtained from the groundwater body. 
The project thus draws its inspiration from a perfect 
match between a content - laboratories conducting 
the most innovative research in terms of sustainable 
development - and its container - the architecture 
that surrounds and organises it, which is highly 
environmentally, energy and ecologically efficient.

CONTAINER AND CONTENT BROUGHT TOGETHER 
AROUND AN EXEMPLARY ENVIRONMENTAL PROJECT
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Project management
Jean-Philippe Pargade: commissioned architect; 
Besson-Girard, landscape designer; SNC Lavalin:  
Engineering Firm, All trades; Voxoa: Quantity Surveyor; 
Penicaud Green Building (HQE)

Project management team
Caroline Rigaldiès, partner 
Jean-Pierre Lamache, construction site director 
Birgit Eistert, studies leader

Christophe Aubergeon, Malika Benzemra, Marco 
Carvalho, Joana César, Paolo Correia, Jean-Patrick 
Degrave, Emmanuèle Fiquet, Emilie Guyot, Antoine 
Hermanowicz, Joon-Ho Lee, Aline Marthon, Natacha 
Nass, Lucy Niney, Audrey Oster, Maxime Parin, Anne-
Sophie Richard, Samuel Rimbault, Vincent Sengel,  
Ji Yeon Song, Marie Suvéran,  Arthur Tanner, Van Hai Vu

Client 
Ministry of Ecology, Sustainable Development  
and Energy – Property and Housing actiondelegation

Works budget excluding VAT 
€95 million (2014 value)

Surface area 
Floor surface: 35,300 m²
Usable floor area: 24,300 m²

Winning project 
2008

Delivery 
2014

Programme 
Research units, test laboratories, offices, lecture rooms, 
library, conference centre, sports facilities, restaurant

Environmental approach
HQE certified building - BBC (low-energy building) 
label  Performance obtained in particular through the 
use of low-temperature geothermal power for heating 
and cooling

Users 
French Institute of Science and Technology for 
Transport, Development and Networks (IFSTTAR), École 
des Ponts ParisTech, Scientific and Technical Centre 
for Buildings (CSTB), PRES Université Paris-Est (Institut 
français d’urbanisme, Institut d’urbanisme de Paris): 
1000 permanent employees and 700 students

Main companies
Leon Grosse (Structural works), Spie Fondations 
(foundations), Rinaldi Structural (exterior woodwork), 
Bonnardel (interior woodwork), Soprema 
(waterproofing, green roofs), Insmatel (high voltage/
low voltage electricity)

Suppliers
Gerflor (floor finishes), iGuzzini (luminaires)

Artistic intervention 
1% artistic work by Tadashi Kawamata 

PROJECT DATA

TECHNICAL 
PERFORMANCES 

The project aims to acquire “NF bâtiments 

tertiaires  - Démarche HQE 2006” 

certification (French office building 

standard – 2006 High Environmental 

Quality approach) and the 2005 French 

BBC (low consumption building) label. 

The introduction of natural light into the 

offices, laboratories and training rooms 

is optimised by a succession of limited 

depth buildings provided with patios. 

Heating and cooling requirements are 

minimised by a high level of inertia 

(concrete envelope with externally 

applied insulation and concrete 

slabs without raised floors, planted 

roof terraces, glazing with reinforced 

insulation efficiently protected from the 

sun by mobile sunbreakers on the south 

façade that can be controlled by the 

occupants.  

The programme provides for manual 

cooling by having the windows opened 

manually by the occupants in mid-season 

when the outside temperature is less than 

26°C. Above that level, chilled beams are 

used to cool the premises. These beams 

employ a reversible thermodynamic 

system that makes use of the water table 

and is dimensioned to cover the heating 

and cooling requirements, with a COP  

of 4.26 and an EER  of 4.15.

The premises are ventilated by a dual flow 

CMV using high performance fresh air/ 

exhaust air exchangers, variable speed 

motors and flow rates controlled by  

a timer and CO2 sensors.   

Artificial lighting is provided by luminaires 

equipped with compact fluorescents 

controlled by presence detectors. 

A centralised building management 

system monitors equipment 

performance levels and optimises 

efficiency. 
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The Bienvenüe building is home to 
IFSTTAR that you head. This scientific 
public body groups together several 
entities. What are they? 

Hélène Jacquot Guimbal: The building is designed 
to house the offices, laboratories and test platforms 
of the LCPC (Ponts et Chaussées central laboratory) 
and INRETS (Institut National de Recherches sur les 
Equipements de Transport et leur Sécurité) which 
merged on 1 January 2011 to become IFSTTAR. Created 
some 60 years ago, each of these establishments has 
its specific identity and history. The former is heir to the 
Ecole Nationale des Ponts laboratories while the latter 
works on themes concerning transport and mobility 
economics and that include railways and the safety of 
road transport. Over time, close links have developed 
between them as it would seem difficult to construct an 
infrastructure without reciprocally taking its operation 
into consideration. This historic link is important as it 
cements our skills which are now joined together under 
a single roof. 

What ties exist between IFSTTAR and the 
town? 

HJG: Rather than seeking to build the town’s architecture, 
our aim is to understand how it works. The strength of 
civil engineering is to work on geotechnical structures 
able to stabilise buildings on appropriate sites. Generally, 
they are not and this is why it is necessary to carry out 
a large number of operations now so that, in the future, 
there are no more discussions needed concerning 
foundations. Mr. de Vauban stated that buildings 
succeeded or failed through their foundations, and 
he was perfectly right. Civil engineering cannot exist 
without geotechnology. While the town is formed from 
surface level constructions, there are also underground 
networks. Architecture is not the only factor. If one were 
to remove everything that fell under the definition of 
civil engineering, the town would no longer exist as 
there would be nothing left to permit urban living. There 
would be no transport infrastructures, no buildings, no 
electricity or gas networks. 

How far do your areas of expertise stretch?   

HJG: IFSTTAR has a considerable scope for action and 
is also concerned by mobility and safety. By merging 

all these skills, it controls the research process, in other 
words what is specifically necessary for the town, both 
now and in the future.  We also advise local authorities 
on the subject of freight to improve the flow of deliveries 
in the town and to organise the arrival of road and rail 
transport systems and HGVs, as well as small delivery 
systems. In other words, we calculate their CO2 
footprints and, in particular, those of the last kilometre. 
IFSTTAR is therefore above all a research laboratory and 
its exchanges go much further than the Cité Descartes 
cluster to include contractors and clients whose 
innovations need to be validated given that certain of 
them might be dangerous or badly adapted. These are 
long-term cooperative measures spread over a 15 to 20 
year period given that, at the same time, technologies 
are also evolving.

Does the Bienvenüe building mark an 
important milestone in your scientific 
works? 

HJG: Over the past 30 years, the Ministry of Equipment 
and the Ministry of Ecology have worked alongside 
the Cité Descartes cluster to develop a hub that has 
been successfully occupied by the Ecole des Ponts 
et Chaussées, CSTB, national schools of architecture 
and now IFSTTAR. To be physically present on the 

DISCUSSION WITH MRS. HÉLÈNE JACQUOT GUIMBAL
IFSTTAR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
(Institut Français des Sciences et Technologies, des Transports, de l’Aménagement et des réseaux
French institute of sciences and technologies, transport, development and networks)

same campus makes our 
work more meaningful. This 
is exemplified by the large 
number of scientists from 
the two merged institutes that 
have transferred to Marne-la-
Vallée to be closer to significant 
skills. We are also closely tied 
to the Marne-la-Vallée Ecole 
Supérieure d’Informatique 
et d’Electronique (data 
processing and electronics 
school), a centre of excellence 
with which we are developing 
sensors that will soon be 
positioned in towns. We have 
also initiated a research and 
higher education hub with 
the Paris-Est de Créteil University which is specialised 
in studies concerning the city and health. Pollutants 
and noise – to go no further – effect people and have 
an impact on development. We are also looking at 
another sensitive issue which consists in imagining 
an emergency response system for road casualties 
despite traffic jams.

What are your other fields of observation 
and what experiments are being carried 
out by IFSTTAR? 

HJG: Our chemistry laboratories are particularly 
concentrating on the durability of recent materials such 
as hemp fibre reinforced concrete which theoretically 
has a 30 year working life. The test platform is the focal 
point for our experiments and is among the top three in 
the world. It is used to test civil engineering structures 
and to observe the reaction of new concretes to certain 
types of constraints. Because the aim is to study 
their wear, we submit them to considerable torture in 
order to carry out stress tests allowing us to pinpoint 
fracture point to the nearest micron. The platform 
is a measuring instrument equipped with ultra high 
performance stiffeners and transfer walls authorising 
forces measurable in 3D. These experiments allow us 
to validate materials or understand their weaknesses 
which could endanger structures. Our laboratories 
are even able to inoculate certain diseases into 
various materials and accelerate their ageing as it 
would be impossible to wait 30 years before observing 
any reactions. These simulations lead us to carry 
out repairs and ensure their resistance. We need 
engineering systems that are precise on the scale of 
civil engineering works - which is why the platform is 
so big - while also having the ability to be able to work 
to within a tenth of a millimetre.  

How do you get on with the neighbouring 
institutions?

HJG: Eighteen months prior to entering the building, 
we worked with the Ecole des Ponts et Chaussées to 
optimise certain surfaces and use them intelligently 

rather than stick to the initial plan. We live and work with 
this School and share our work tools. The campus is a 
setting where all those concerned reflect in a global 
manner. In addition, I strongly believe in the idea of 
sharing. This way of acting on subjects common to both 
of us increases our capacity to combine skills. The hub is 
a federating entity and its location makes perfect sense 
to all those living and working in the Cité Descartes 
cluster. It also marks a continuous political will to invest 
in the town, research and new areas of importance. In 
the past, the town only existed in terms of land planning; 
now it is necessary to take into consideration issues 
related to sustainable development and the climate. 
Given the ever increasing number of people living in the 
urban environment, these matters are now vital.
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What is the Bienvenüe building’s urban 
context? 

JPP: It is that of the Cité Descartes cluster in Marne-
la-Vallée, a “new town” created in the 1960s, and 
home to a large number of scientific education and 
research buildings set in a large landscaped area as 
well as housing, shops and activities. Each building 
is independent and has its own specific personality, 
such as the EISIEE (information technologies and 
sciences school of engineering) built by Dominique 
Perrault; the Bull data processing centre designed by 
Bertrand Bonnier; the Ecole Nationale des Ponts et 
Chaussées built by Chaix and Morel; and, finally, the 
school of architecture designed by Bernard Tschumi.  
Nevertheless, this new town, because of its stretched 
layout and lack of connections between districts, 
does not give the impression of being a strong urban 
setting.  The creation of a university and research hub 
in the Descartes cluster will considerably increase 
its density and this is why I seized the opportunity to 
offer solutions to a necessary urban transformation. 
It should not be forgotten that the site gives onto the 
Grace and Grange forests and is directly linked to the 
heart of Paris and to the future Condorcet university to 
the north. This means that the project is fully adapted to 
the needs of the Grand Paris scheme. 

How did you determine your architectural 
approach?

JPP: The creation of a campus very rapidly imposed 
itself as the project’s guideline. The idea was to base the 
scheme on the existing void occupied by some sports 
grounds, an esplanade facing the Ecole des Ponts 
et Chaussées picked out by its obelisk which came 
from the square on Rue des Saint Pères, a perspective 
opening onto the forests and a direct link to the regional 
express railway network (RER) to create an exceptional 
urban event that places a landscaped space along the 
extension to the Descartes Campus green corridor. 

Why this particular choice?

JPP: My intention was that the Bienvenüe should 
become a convergence point for the educational 
buildings and a number of large green spaces. I based 
myself on the American campus in Charlottesville in 
the State of Virginia. Designed by Thomas Jefferson, a 

politician and architect, it is a homogenous campus 
that synthesises “the authority of nature and the power 
of reason”. In other words, I built the project around a 
void and provided a central public space reserved 
for pedestrians. In parallel, I also had to increase the 
density level to move from an allotment layout to one 
of an identifiable urban structure. 

Does the project express a form of duality? 

JPP: Yes. On the one hand, the project develops an east/
west facing tertiary sector space that creates a façade 
along Boulevard Newton and, to the south, provides a 
boundary to the campus garden. On the other hand, it 
provides a shared multipurpose space sheltered by a 
wave-like undulating vault covered by planted strips 
and wooden sheds. The vault is like a tectonic upheaval 
that gradually reveals the landscape of the surrounding 
valley and forests. This landscaped wave (200 metres) 
expresses a convergence between a programmatic 
solution and a desire to create a greater urban density.  

How does the Bienvenüe building  
contribute to the activities taking place? 

JPP: Dedicated to tests on materials, IFSTTAR proposes 
new research into sustainable development and city 
planning in association with the Institut de la Ville. This 
is why I wanted to create a very close link between the 
design of the building and its contents. This concept, 
known as “affordance”, represents the capacity of 
an object to suggest its specific use.     

Does this landscaped wave represent  
a beacon? 

JPP: The central space of the Campus now expresses 
itself: on one side there is the large glazed hall of the 
Ecole des Ponts et Chaussées and, on the other, the main 
entrance to the Bienvenüe building with its concrete 
vault. Its protective appearance allows it to form part 
of a convergence and encounter space expressed 
by the architecture itself. It also pays homage to civil 
engineering, an IFSTTAR flagship discipline. Its design 
evolved alongside the development of the project but, 
at the outset, it was an intuition. It then increasingly took 
concrete form through the development of exceptional 
technical solutions brought together for the design 
a 200 metre long bridge given shape by engineers 

specialised in civil engineering structures. The choice 
of concrete cast as a single piece emphasises the 
monumental appearance of the setting and the large 
openings giving onto the sky that allow natural light to 
penetrate. The other challenge was to avoid the use of 
expansion joints. This called for an adapted formwork 
technique to emphasise the monolithic effect. Over 
and above its technical qualities, the vault plays an 
essential role by providing thermal comfort thanks to 
its inertia which allows it to retain heat during the winter 
and provide cool air during the summer. In addition, 
rainwater is recuperated to irrigate and water the 
planted roof.  

Apart from its technical prowess, what 
does this vault suggest? 

JPP. This nave-like sculptural monolith brings together 
a range of activities within a single setting: workshops, 
documentation centre, auditorium, newsstand, vast 
restaurant and meeting rooms. The culmination point is 
the gigantic technical test platform and its preparation 
areas which are visible from the large entrance 
openings. This open-air laboratory tests technical 
materials and processes. The ground floor concentrates 
circulation movements and provides access to the 
offices and laboratories as well as to the public and 
industrial activities of the scientific and technical hub. 

Will it be possible to walk along this 
planted terrace? 

JPP: Of course! This pastoral setting floating four 
metres above ground level is an inspiring space that 

literally and figuratively allows visitors to float over 
the ground. The planted areas created by landscape 
designer David Besson Girard form long furrows 
enhanced by planted mosaics that offer a pleasant 
green setting to be contemplated from the offices. 
The wooden sheds designed by Japanese visual artist 
Tadashi Kawamata will soon be installed. Their delicate 
presence is not without importance given that their very 
existence amplifies the natural environment.  However, 
although access will be controlled, the invitation itself 
is rich in meaning given that it transgresses a taboo 
while allowing people to recharge their batteries or 
discuss with colleagues. Thanks to its playful design, 
this elevated promenade shares its identity with 
certain socio-cognitive micro-environments, being 
spaces where researchers can freely  meet and talk 
to one another, a factor favouring discovery and 
which, among scientists, is known as serendipity.           

DISCUSSION WITH JEAN-PHILIPPE PARGADE
ARCHITECT OF THE BIENVENÜE BUILDING
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Jean-Philippe Pargade is an architect who graduated 
from the UP6 school of architecture in Paris (1972) and 
an urban planner from the Ecole Nationale des Ponts et 
Chaussées (1973). 
He is also state architect board and member of the 
French Architecture Academy.
He created his agency in Paris in 1980 and since then 
has been involved in the building of major public 
projects: research centres, teaching centres, hospitals, 
housing units and service buildings.
Some of his many projects include the Paris-Est 
scientific and technical pole in Marne-la-Vallée (2014), 
the Sarthe-et-Loir health centre in Bailleul (2008), the 
French Embassy in Warsaw (2004), the biology centre 
in the Croix-Rousse hospital in Lyon (2004), housing 
units in Paris Seine Rive-Gauche (2000) and the biology 
research centre for the CNRS in Toulouse (1999).
Finally, on December 18th, 2014, our team associated 
with the architecture office Art & Build was been 
awarded prizewinner for the new Nantes hospital 
competition, a unique large-scale project in France 
dedicated to health.
The team, which now has Caroline Rigaldiès as 
architect associated shares an ambitious vision to 
built: to provide a lifestyle that is part of a new social 
project. For this, she defends a customized urbanism 
and architecture, which poetize places and anticipate 
future lifestyles and work through sustainable and 
humanistic approach.



Press contacts:

Catherine Roidot – +33 6 61 11 96 87
catherineroidot@14septembre.fr

Guillaume Ackel - +33 6 12 29 58 58
guillaumeackel@14septembre.fr

36 bd de la Bastille 75012 Paris
Tél: +33 1 43 40 41 00  | Fax: +33 1 43 40 45 00
contact@pargade.com | www.pargade.com

Communication contacts: 

Sabine Krafft 
s.krafft@pargade.com


