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Distributed among different categories of more or less strong pro­
tective measures according to its architectural, historical, or cultur­
al interest, the French heritage is faced with processes of erosion, 
which seem to be irreversible. Among the principal causes that 
can be put forward are the decaying of materials, the physical or 
chemical wear and tear on fabric ­ both traditional and modern ­
where effects are quantitatively and qualitatively accelerating, 
induced by causes which seem more and more difficult to curb and 
control. Equally important causes of decay are clumsiness and 
misunderstanding, but also criminal intent, stupidity or lack of 
knowledge. These impact on a limited basis as well as with devel­
opment projects and at the level of urban development. 

To counter these effects, the Slate, public authorities, and asso­
ciations dealing with conservation have set up a series of regulato­
rj measures including financial assistance, professional training, 
publicity and education. These measures are generally effective 
and contribute to a decrease in the pace of decay, but they 
nonetheless remain insufficient, particularly for certain categories 
of heritage such as vernacular, military, industrial, or 20th century 
heritage. The challenges include the movement of people away 
from rural areas, economic decline. ;is well as misunderstanding or 
lack of knowledge. 

Generally speaking, the most devastating causes of alteration to 
all types of built heritage are development and re­use programmes, 
because of a complete absence of methodology and ethics. First 
and foremost, one has to recall the catastrophic effects of 
facadism. which, by relegating heritage to a theatrical set­up. emp­
ty it of its architectural and cultural meaning. 

One must also condemn the increasingly more pronounced and 
devastating effects of standardisation applied to heritage for varied 
reasons such as safety of the public, regulations on trades, tools, 
and materials that eradicate traditional crafts know­how, and elim­
inate heritage as a cultural expression. 

The recognition of the architectural heritage as a valuable rep­
resentation of our cultural heritage and identity increasingly 
appears as a necessity if w e want to save it. and as a prerequisite to 
the establishment of an efficient and decisive policy. 

Yet there are examples which do not fall into these categories 
and whose scale go beyond every day action. The year 2001 in 
Prance was marked by two cases, among others, that were particu­
larly striking, and these are discussed below. 

The Flooding of the Somme Valley 

In Picardy. the Somme Valley contains true architectural jewels, 
particularly from the Gothic era and the beginning of the Renais­
sance, of which it holds tens of the most remarkable examples. In 
Spring 2(K)1. the valley was afflicted by very serious floods that 
impacted 125 municipalities and affected between I SIX) and 2(XX) 
houses, causing considerable upset to the people and the local 
economy. About 20 of the more remarkable historical monuments 
were touched: 
• 15 churches and monastery foundations 
• 5 walled units 
• 2 factories and industrial heritage 
• I megalith. 

At the initiative of the Regional Conservatory of Historical Monu­
ments, the protected heritage has been put under observation since 

August 2001. A mission was entrusted to the Architect in Chief of 
Historical Monuments, who assessed the damage caused by the 
water saturation of the soil and the structures: 
• weakening of sub­soil and layers supporting the foundations; 
• increased fluids upwelling through capillary action in masonry, 

dissolving of mortars, and potential weakening of the struc­
tures: 

• salt migration, acceleration of chemical alteration of the mate­
rials: 

• risks of alteration of works of art. murals, and furniture. 

The damage observed at the highest levels of flooding may be 
aggravated when the water levels decrease by complementary phe­
nomena such as: 
• leaching of geological layers by the water's ebbing; 
• soil retraction (clay and marl) and destabilisation of founda­

tions. 

Urgent interventions were prescribed, which unfortunately were 
not followed: this causes some concerns for the preservation of the 
edifices. More alarming yet is the fact that the phreatic tables are 
still saturated, and that the hydraulic works that should help evacu­
ate the waters are still not yet ready, which constitutes a serious 
threat should there be a recurrence of flooding in the next damp 
season. The level of risk for heritage might be catastrophic. 

Montagne de Laon 

Around 120 kilometres north of Paris. Laon is perched on top of a 
narrow hill of about 70 hectares, which rises to a height of 170 
metres above the surrounding plain. Settled since Roman times, 
the 'upper town' developed during the Middle Ages, sheltered by 
its surrounding walls. The remaining pan is an outstanding urban 
ensemble including the Cathedral, a jewel of Gothic architecture 
of the 12th and 13th centuries. 

The geological layers that support the upper town are com­
posed of a stratification of sands, set over limestone layers under 
which lie sands again and a clay deposit: these different geological 
layers were quarried for the construction of the town, which creat­
ed a large system of quarries, galleries and cellars, on several 
superimposed levels. The operation of the quarries started slowing 
down during the I6ih century. 

During the 19th and 20th centuries, the increasing urbanisation, 
coinciding with a progressively diminishing surveillance, caused 
the beginning of a decaying process of the underground layers. 
Until recently, this system was placed under the surveillance and 
regulation of the police, and under the responsibility of the munic­
ipal services. 

The uncontrolled evacuation of the pluvial water has been 
added to by the considerable increase of domestic uses of water 
(up to 100 times within 50 years), which discharges directly into 
the geological layers of sands and soft clay, affecting their resis­
tance. It must be remembered that the numerous underground sys­
tems are walled up and their condition is completely unknown: 
one is entitled to fear circumscribed collapses or a general land­
slide of the limestone layer. 

The consequences have already been identified. The Gothic 
Cathedral, one of the major masterpieces of early Gothic architec­
ture, has experienced localised failure of the foundations, with the 
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risks of repercussions on Ihe vaults, the superstructures, and the 
general stability. 

On the walls ot" the upper town (14 l h-I5 l h centuries) observa­
tions are made of more and more frequent and significant collaps­
es. In addition, effects are visible on the most important buildings 
of the upper town (Old Bishop's palace, the law courts) and other 
churches and chapels, as well as in the historical town, covered as 
a protected zone. 

It is recommended that a multi-disciplinary survey be urgently 
launched that includes geologists, archaeologists, architects of the 
Historical Monuments Department and (BET) the research consul­
tancy in charge of prospecting. It is most urgent to gain an exact 
knowledge of the soil and the galleries: their number, position and 
level; their condition and the rate of decay of the geological layers. 
As well, we must identify the urgent steps to be taken until definite 
measures can be identified, financed and applied. We remain aware 
that numerous excavations date back to the Middle Ages and thus 
will also represent a major interest in relation to the history of the 
quarrying techniques. 

The rescue of the hill of Laon is a major, national project, 
which calls for strong and urgent action. 

ICOMOS France 

Reparti en plusieurs categories qui le protegent de faeon plus ou 
moins forte, en fonction de son intiiret architectural historique ou 
culturel. le patrimoine francais est frappe de phenonienes d'dro-
sion qui paraissent irrevcrsibles. Panni les causes principales. il 
faut invoquer la degradation de la maliere. degradation physique 
ou chimique des materiaux. autant materiaux traditionnels que 
modemes. ou les phenonienes s'accelerent qualitativcment et 
quantitativement. provoques par des causes qui paraissent de plus 
en plus difficiles a enrayer. Causes egalement majeures de degra­
dation, la maladresse. I'incomprehension, mais aussi la mal-
veillance. la betise ou ('incompetence, autant au niveau ponctuel 
qu'au niveau de I'anienagement et de I'urbanisme. 

Pour contrer ces effets. I'Etat, les collectivites publiques. et les 
Associations de Sauvegarde. inettent en place des mesures regle-
mentaires. d'aides financiercs. de formation professionnelle. de 
publicite, de sensibilisation. etc. Ces actions sont generalcment 
efficacies, et contribuent a ralentir ce phenomene : mais e lks res-
tenl malgre tout encore insuffisantes. en particulier pour le patri­
moine atypique : patrimoine vernaculairc. militaire. industricl. ou 
patrimoine du 20eme siecle. autant pour des raisons d'exode rural 
ou de declin economique. que pour des raisons de meconnaissance 
ou d'incomprehension. 

Plus generaiement. et tout patrimoine confondu. ce sont les 
programmes d'amenagement et de rdutilisation qui sont les plus 
redoutables causes d'alteration. du fait d 'une totale absence de 
methodologie et d'ethique. Au premier rang, on rappellera les 
effets catastrophiques du facadismc qui en considerant le patrimoi­
ne com me un decor de theatre, le vide de sa signification archilec-
turale et culturelle. 

Mais aussi doit-on denoncer les effets devastateurs de plus en 
plus prononces que la normalisation impose au patrimoine. pour 
des raisons de securite incendie. securite des personnes. reglemen-
lation sur les metiers, les outils. les materiaux. qui en condamnant 
les savoir-faire artisanaux. condamne le Patrimoine comme 
expression culturelle. 

La reconnaissance du Patrimoine architectural comme excep­
tion culturelle apparait de plus en plus comme une necessitc de sa 
sauvegarde. et comme prealable indispensable a la mise en iruvre 
d'une politique efficace et decisive. 

Mais il est des exemples qui echappent a ces considerations el 
sont d'une echellc qui depasse Faction quotidienne. L'annee 2001 
a vu en France deux cas. panni d'autres, particulierement marquants: 

Inondation de la Vallee de la Somme 

En Picardie. la Vallee de la Somme rasscmble de veritables joyaux 
de I'architecture. en particulier de l'epoque gothique et du debut 
de la Renaissance, dont elk* compte plusieurs dizaincs de temoins 
les plus remarquables. 

Au printemps 2001. la vallee a etc affligee de ires importantes 
inondations qui ont concerne 125 communes. 1500 a 2(KM) mai-
sons. provoquanl un prejudice considerable a I'economie et a la 
population locales. 

Une vingtaine d'edifices Monuments Historiques parmi les 
plus remarquables ont etc atteints: 
• 15 eglises et fondations monastiques 
• 5 ensembles fortifies 
• 2 usines et patrimoine industriel 
• I megalithe. 



96 France Heritage at Risk 2001/2002 

A I'initiative de la Conservation R6gionale des Monuments Histo-
riques. une mise en observation du patrimoine protege etait entre-
prise des le mois d'aoiit 2001. Une mission etait confiee a I'Archi-
tecte en Chef des Monuments Historiques qui constatait les 
ddsordres consecutifs a la saturation des sols et des structures: 
• affaiblissement des sous-sols et des couches portant les fonda-

tions; 
• accroissement des remontees capillaires dans les maconneries. 

dissolution des mortiers, et affaiblissement potentiel des struc­
tures; 

• apports et migration de sels. acceleration de ["alteration chi-
mique des materiaux; 

• risques d'alteration des reuvres d'art, des peintures murales. du 
mobilier. 

Les desordres observes au moment des plus hautes eaux risquent 
d'etre aggraves a la decrue, par des phenomenes complementaires 
tets que: 
• lessivage des couches geologiques par le reflux des eaux: 
• retraction des sols (argile et marnes) et destabilisation des fon-

dations. 

Des prescriptions d'intervention d'urgence ont ete conseilldes: 
nialheureusement sans suite, ce qui n'est pas sans inquieter sur la 
conservation des edifices. Plus inquietant encore est la constatation 
que les nappes phreatiques sont toujours sa lu tes , et que les 
ouvrages hydrauliques devant faciliter Tevacuation des eaux ne 
son! pas acheves, ce qui fait planer un risque serieux de recidive 
des les prochaines saisons humides. Le risque pour le patrimoine 
peut etre catastrophique. 

Montagne de Laon en peril 

A 120 km au Nord de Paris. Laon est perchee sur une etroite col-
line d'environ 70 hectares qui domine a pres de 170 metres d'alti-
tude. la plaine environnante. Occupee des I'epoque romaine. la 
'ville haute' s'est d<§velopp<§e au Moyen-Age. a I'abri des fortifica­
tions. II en reste un ensemble urbain remarquable. et la cathedrale, 
tleuron de ('architecture gothique des I2eme et 13eme siecles. 

Le socle qui pone la ville haute est compose d'une stratifica­
tion de sables, porttis par des couches de calcaire sous lesquelles 
se retrouvent encore des sables, et un gisement d'argile: ces diffe-
rentes couches geologiques ont ete I'objet d'exploitation pour la 

construction de la ville. et ont cre6 un important reseau de car-
rieres, galeries. caves, sur plusieurs niveaux superposes. Jusqu'a 
une epoque avancee. ces reseaux ont ete I'objet d'une surveillance 
et d 'une reglementation de police, sous la responsabilite de ser­
vices municipaux. 
Mais au 16eme siecle, l'exploitation se ralentissait. 

Aux I9eme et 20eme siecles, la densification de 1'urbanisation 
comcidant avec un abandon progressif de la surveillance, fut le 
depart de la degradation du sous-sol. 

A I'evacuation non controlee des eaux pluviales. est venu s'ad-
ditionner l'augmentation considerable (jusqu'a 100 fois en 50 ans) 
des eaux domestiques se deversant librement de facon anarchique 
dans les couches geologiques de sables et de calcaire tendre dont 
ils ont affecte la resistance, sans oublier que nombre de reseaux 
sont actuellement mures et dans un etat totalement inconnu: on est 
done en droit de redouter des phenomenes d'effondrements locali­
ses, ou de glissement de I'ensemble de la roche calcaire. 

Les consequences se font deja connaitre: 
• Sur la Cathedrale gothique. une des ceuvres majeures du pre­

mier gothique: defaillance localisee des fondations. et risques 
de repercussions sur les voQtes. les superstructures, et I'equi-
libre. 

• Sur les fortifications de la ville haute (14eme-15eme siecles) 
ou Ton observe des effondrements de plus en plus frequents et 
importants. 

• Sur les Edifices majeurs de la ville haute (ancien Eveche\ actuel 
Palais de Justice) et autres eglises et chapelles. 

• Sur la ville historique. actuellement protegee comme Secteur 
Sauvegarde\ 

Une etude pluridisciplinaire serait a lancer d'urgence. afin dc ras-
sembler dans une meme federation de preoccupation et de 
recherche, geologues. archcologues, architectes du Service des 
Monuments Historiques, BET charges de prospection. etc. II est 
urgent d'avoir la connaissance la plus exacte du sous-sol et de ses 
galeries; leur nombre, position, niveaux; leur etat sanitaire et la 
vitesse de la degradation des couches geologiques. Enfin. definir 
les mesures d'intervention d'urgence. jusqu'a ce que les mesures 
definitives puissent etre identifiees financees. et mises en ceuvre. 
Sachant que nombre des excavations sont d'origine medievales et 
repr£senteni done egalement un interet majeur du point de vue de 
I'histoire des techniques. 

Le sauvetage de la colline de Laon est un enjeu majeur. natio­
nal, qui appelle une mobilisation forte et urgente. 
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