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Limitation of consequences on exploited natural resources : management of shellfish
farming areas in the Erika’s pollution.

Hélène Jeanneret, Sébastien Chantereau and Gilles Ratiskol. Laboratoire Morbihan Pays de Loire, Ifremer
Nantes.

The oil spill of the Erika took place on September the 12th 1999, It is estimated that 20 000 tonnes of
fuel spread on more than 400 km of coast from Finistère to Vendée. The fuel arrivals took different
shapes (balls, patties, layers,...) and touched all environments. The shellfish farming areas of this
sector, which produce 50 000 tonnes of shells every year, were particularly exposed to this oil spill.

So there was an urge to find a permanent solution allowing an efficient management of shellfish
farming areas, in order to prevent, as long as possible, this spill from having disastrous consequences
on the coastal economy.

Some options (destroying the stocks, removing to non-contaminated sectors, managing polluted areas
on visual criteria) were rapidly given up because unfeasible on a technical plan and/or judged too
expensive.

The idea of a sanitary norm based on an analysis of oils became then necessary. It was elaborated by
the Agence française de Sécurité Sanitaire des Aliments ( the French agency of sanitary security of
food) from rare existing epidemic data and from series of data collected by the Ifremer through the
Réseau National d’Observation de la qualité du milieu marin / RNO (national observation network of
water quality in the sea environment) on the chronic contamination level of the coast by oils. The
RNO revealed itself then to be the only surveillance network to assess the initial state of the
contamination.

AFSSA determined a guidance value of 500µg.kg-1 of dry weight for the sum of the 16 polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbon (HAP)1 analysed by the RNO . The Direction of Sea Fishing and Aquaculture
set to 1000 µg.kg-1 dry weight the exclusion value above which shellfish commercialisation was
forbidden. It delegates to Ifremer the responsibility to undertake, on that basis, the contamination
monitoring of shellfish farming areas. Obtained results during the monitoring (December 1999 –
December 2001) allowed to give shape to the spatial and temporal evolution of the contamination.
Information was regularly updated on the Ifremer’s web site.
http:// ifremer.fr/envlit/surveillance/ERIKA.htm.

While the chronic contamination level of this part of the coast was situated around 150 µg.kg-1 dry
weight for the 16 PAH, very high values (3 to 5000 µg.kg-1 p.s.) were reached for several months
onwards in some areas (Le Croisic, West coast of Noirmoutier), which then underwent long periods of
closing. As an example, in Loire-Atlantique and Vendée, more than 95% of the shellfish farming
sectors and professional and leisure feet fishing areas were subject to bans between January and March
2000. On other sites (Finistère, Morbihan), the exclusion value was never reached, and the closing
measures set on a preventive basis were stopped very quickly.

To further the study on contamination levels, a work on the contamination composition was
undertaken. On one hand, it showed that the return to contamination levels close to 150 µg.kg-1 dry
weight took place in spring 2001 for most of the sites. On the other hand, contamination profiles
stayed different from those observed at the initial state, and highlighed again an obvious and
characteristic print of the Erika two years after it sank.
                                                     
1 PAH: naphtalène, acénaphtylène, acénaphtène, fluorène, phénanthrène, anthracène, fluoranthène, pyrène,
benzo(a)anthracène, chrysène, benzo(b)fluoranthène, benzo(k)fluoranthène, benzo(a)pyrène,
dibenzo(a,h)anthracène, benzo(g,h,i)pérylène, indéno(1-2-3-cd)pyrène.
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The monitoring revealed efficient to handle shellfish farming areas. It probably allowed to minimise
the impact of the Erika’s oil spill on the shellfish farming sector, although damages underwent by
shellfish farmers in Bretagne and Pays de la Loire have been estimated by 21,5 M €. It demonstrated
that instils of an environmental surveillance network could constitute a strong basis for the setting of a
sanitary monitoring program. It also highlighted the fundamental role of a tool such as the RNO to
draw up a reference state of chronic contamination of the sea environment and to follow the impact of
a major pollution.

Nevertheless some questions prevail, relative to :
• The relevance of « environmental » indicators to answer a « sanitary » aim
• The opportunity to enlarge the set of parameters, in the field of a regulation surveillance or a

longer term monitoring, to other components of the Erika’s fuel which are more specific or
more toxic 

• A more elaborate evaluation of the environmental impact including the return to initial state
and long term effects on organisms.

Some of these points are monitored in the programme “monitoring of ecological and ecotoxicological
consequences of the oil spill due the sinking of the Erika plan”, financed by the Ministry in charge of
the Environment.
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