
 

French oyster sales clam up as contamination
scare spreads

January 3 2024, by Clarisse LUCAS and Jean DECOTTE

  
 

  

A health scare has caused falling oyster sales in France.

When Philippe Le Gal brought his oysters to market this weekend, he
expected them to sell quickly. It was, after all, New Year's Eve, a day
when the delicacies are a crucial ingredient for champagne-soaked

1/8



 

celebrations in French homes and restaurants.

But not this time.

"We barely sold 10 percent, almost nothing," the oyster farmer told
AFP.

The reason consumers are shunning French oysters is a health scare that
hit the industry last week, when local authorities in the Gironde region
observed a wave of gastroenteritis cases due to food poisoning.

An investigation identified as the culprit the norovirus—a highly
contagious virus causing vomiting and diarrhea—detected in oysters
from the Arcachon Bay west of Bordeaux on France's southwestern
Atlantic coast.

The authorities quickly banned the harvesting and sale of oysters from
the area, and from two other oyster production sites further north,
Calvados and Manche, "until further notice".

They also told producers there to stop selling the oysters already
harvested, and consumers to return them urgently.

The contamination was a result of flooding in waste water treatment
plants due to high rain water levels, which pushed untreated waste water
into the ocean where it contaminated the oysters.

'Crisis without precedent'
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Oyster farmers say they're suffering from bad waste water management.

The authorities promised they would lift the ban "as soon as the sanitary
quality of the shellfish is completely satisfactory again".

But the local shellfish producer association warned that "an economic
crisis without precedent" was descending on the sector fast.

"People are panicking," said Le Gal, who is also president of the
National Shellfish Farming Federation.
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"They have stopped buying," he said. "It's a catastrophe."

Le Gal said less than 10 percent of France's overall oyster production is
affected by contamination, representing around 8,000 tons per year.

But the impact has rippled across the entire industry.

Philippe Morandeau, who runs the regional shellfish producers
association in the western region of Charente-Maritime, said he too
suffered a collapse in sales although his region has not been affected by
any contamination.

"I was on a market in La Pallice, near La Rochelle, and my sales were
down by 25 to 30 percent compared with previous years," he told AFP.

Producers point out that the contaminations are not their fault, but down
to insufficient waste water treatment capacity which is the responsibility
of local authorities.

  
 

4/8



 

  

Sales dropped after a gastroenteritis virus was found in the oysters.

"The biggest factor is indeed investment by local authorities in waste
water treatment," acknowledged the French government's junior minister
for maritime affairs, Herve Berville.

"The temporary bans are not linked to the work of shellfish farmers.
They are linked to viruses, not the quality of the oysters," he told
regional daily Ouest France at the weekend.

'Not just a glitch'

Oyster farmers feel they are victims of what they say are decades of
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under-investment in water water facilities.

"This has happened to us twice in two years. This is not just a glitch,"
said Olivier Laban, an oyster farmer who also runs the regional shellfish
producer association in Arcachon, the main target area for the ban.

"This can't go on," he told AFP.

Berville promised that the government would sit down with local
authorities "to accelerate investments where necessary".

The oyster industry's 375 production sites in France make it "an essential
sector for the local economy", he said.

"We want to protect consumers as well as reassure French people
concerning the unaffected sites," he said.
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For French people on New Year's Eve, oysters are a must.

The government was, he added, ready to help offset losses sustained by
farmers.

But beyond the devastating financial impact of the health measures and
their fallout, oyster producers also worry about the reputational damage
they say will be even harder to repair.

"With every announcement they see on television, people cancel their
orders," said Morandeau.

"People just see the word 'oyster' in a headline and don't pay attention to
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any geographical distinction," he said.

Le Gal said what he called "scare-mongering" may even remove oysters
from French tables indefinitely.

France is Europe's biggest producer of oysters as well as the continent's
biggest consumer.

It is the fifth largest producer in the world, after China, South Korea,
Japan and the United States.

© 2024 AFP
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