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In 2002, the five 
villages that make 
up Marne-la-Vallée 

had just 4,000 residents 
between them. Five years later, 
and the villages boast 20,000 residents 
and are ranked as some of the richest 
towns by French inhabitants.

it has been a spectacular transition, 
and it’s thanks in large part to the 
help of an even richer neighbour; walt 
disney. the corporation has used 
its theme-park experience to build 
a quaint town centre known as Val 
d’europe. Filled with houses in mock-19th 
century Parisian style, the low cream-
coloured buildings are designed to 
increase light at street level and look 
less gloomy in winter. in all, disney has 
paid over ¤865m (£590m) in taxes to 
fuel development in the local area and 
transform it into a hotbed of economic 
activity, but as christophe Giral, Val 
d’europe’s senior manager explains, 
disney isn’t in this one for the money. 

“disney wanted to make sure its 
environment would be consistent 
with our core business. For example, 
if a polluting company were to settle 
next to the theme parks it would be 
a disaster because we can’t move the 
parks,” he says. to ensure against such 
nuisance neighbours, disney requested 
a vast plot of land from the French 
government, and eventually settled on 
a swathe of countryside almost one-
fifth the size of Paris. the corporation 
had got what it wanted, but the land 
came with a catch: to ensure that the 
development is beneficial to the local 
area, the government sells land to 
disney in stages, only making a new 
sale once previous plots have been 
completed according to specifications 
agreed by both sides. “the French 
government has frozen 2,000 hectares 
dedicated for disney. the principle is for 
disney to buy all of this land,” says Giral. 

disney’s role in Marne-la-Vallée 
is therefore essentially that of a 
go-between—it buys land from the 
government and sells it to developers, 
who fund its development after disney 
has signed off the design. “we make 
a profit, which is a very minor one,” 
says Giral. “For the last fiscal year, the 
real estate department represented 
2.6% of the turnover; it’s not a financial 
dimension, this is a strategic dimension.”

Pioneering property development 
has been at the heart of disney’s theme 
parks for decades and began in 1955, 
with the opening of its first disneyland 
park. Masses of cheap hotels and diners 

Determined to control not only its theme 
parks but the land that surrounds them, Disney 
is now playing a key role in developing a new 
village concept in the French countryside
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were instantly drawn to the local area. 
having neon billboards visible from 
cinderella’s castle didn’t do much for the 
illusion of fantasy, but since disney didn’t 
own the surrounding land there was little 
it could do. but the company wasn’t 
about to make the same mistake twice.

In the 1960s when Disney 
was planning its Disney 
World park, it bought a 
massive 24,700 acres of 
Florida swampland, and 
did so using six dummy corporations 
to secretly purchase the land so that 
other businesses couldn’t find out what 
it was doing. it’s even rumoured that 
the attorney handling purchases for 
disney was forbidden from taking direct 
flights back to disney’s headquarters 
to further distance the company from 
the acquisitions. Fortunately, such cloak 
and dagger tactics were not necessary 
for disney’s first move into europe, but 
nonetheless Marne-la-Vallée was an 
unprecedented project. 

the first public-private partnership 
in the history of French national and 
regional development, disney also had 
to contend with the inevitable concern 
that it was going to “americanise” 
the villages. an association, known as 
the san (syndicat d’agglomération 

nouvelle), was set up to represent the 
five villages already occupying the land, 
and by operating in conjunction with 
disney and the French villes nouvelles 
(new town) agency, san helped 
all parties to reach a compromise. 
the overall goal was the optimum 
development of the local area, and the 
huge influx of workers and residents 
suggests that it has been achieved. 

of the 20,000 residents only 10% 
are disney employees, which helps 
to ensure a diverse and sustainable 
community. housing supply is increasing 
at a rate of 500 new units every year, 
and disney projects that the entire 
area will have 40,000 inhabitants by 
2020. disney paid $53m for the local 
tGV station, which will become the 
biggest hub in France this year serving 
108 destinations and helping to attract 
big business: bnP Paribas and KPMG 

both have their regional headquarters 
in Marne-la-Vallée, as does société 
Générale. “For the same price it would 
be difficult to find better elsewhere,” 
says société Générale hr manager 
laurent Platel, and with commercial 
rents of only $315 per square metre, 
more than 400 companies have moved 
to Val d’europe and its arlington 
business park.

disney chose to sell to arlington 
because of its focus on landscaping 
and client focal points, including 
restaurants, fitness rooms, dry cleaning 
services and child care facilities. Perhaps 
most impressive is that the arlington 
was only opened in late 2004 and is 
already 70% full. in total, Val d’europe 
has 65,000m2 of office space, but 
by 2020 this is projected to rise to a 
massive 960,000m2, making for a truly 
international, dynamic business centre.

it seems there is no end to the 
optimism in Marne-la-Vallée, but there 
may yet be cause for concern. in 2003 
the atoo consultancy firm surveyed 
400 residents, employees, visitors 
and students, and revealed that while 
93% were satisfied with their living 
environment only 39% of employees and 
37% of visitors intend one day to move 
to Val d’europe. the town may be too 
clean-cut for some, with some buildings 
seeming like a theme park-version of 
Paris than a real French town. 

it is also very young, and disney 
executives will be hoping that as the 
town establishes itself it begins to find 
long-term appeal. “before, my friends 
thought that Val d’europe was the 
end of the earth. now one of them has 
just sold his house in the Midi to come 
and live here,” says Farida saïdi, a Pr 
consultant from Val d’europe. “i’m 
moving my offices here from central 
Paris. it means i’ll see my children more 
often, even when i’m working long 
hours,” adds Grégoire audiguler. 

whether the projections are met 
remains to be seen, but Giral is already 
confident about overcoming his 
challenge. “the hardest part is definitely 
behind us,” he says. one thing that is for 
sure is that if any more pixie dust needs 
sprinkling to take the project to the next 
stage, Giral can count on disney  
to deliver. 
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Of mice and men: clockwise 
from here, a bird’s eye view 
of Marne-la-Vallée; the town 
square in Val d’Europe


