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Seas fit to swim in 
Louis Roger Dautriat 

Ranging from small communi
ties to large towns, 124 French 
communes share 795 kilome

tres of dramatic coastline, some 
looking north to the English Channel 
and others south to the Atlantic. This 
is the coastline of Cape Finistere, the 
westernmost part of Brittany. The 
departement (county) of Finistere has 
no fewer than 281 officially recog
nized bathing beaches. 

Such natural advantages have a 
direct bearing on the region's 
economy since they encourage the 
development of leisure activities, 
swimming and sailing. Tourism is one 
of the top money-earners for Brittany. 

Even apart from the vital need to 
protect public health, this relationship 
between the sea and economic 
development calls for a close watch to 
be kept over the quality of the water. 
This is especially true since "public 
awareness about the cleanliness of 
bathing areas is now highly devel
oped, in various ways, both locally 
and nationally," as Maurice Saborin, 
the Prefet (Departmental Chief) of 
Finistere, freely admits. 

Maurice Saborin and his col
leagues on the Departmental Board of 
Health and Social Action have been 
keeping an eye on the water quality 
since 1976, and with no small success. 
One of the Board's officials, Joel 
Madec, observes: "In 1976 we 
analysed 330 samples. Last year 
between June and September alone we 
took 1200 such samples." 

He explains that the water is 
judged from both bacteriological and 
chemical aspects. The surveillance 
points include the most popular 
beaches but also sites where there is a 
risk of pollution -the outlet of 

A beach in Cape Finistere: the environment is under pressure. 

streams, storm-water drains and 
effluents from sewage treatment 
plants or sewage pumping stations. 

The results of analysis, regularly 
up-dated, are sent to the appropriate 
public health authorities, and are 
permanently available to the general 
public. Bathing areas are classified as 
"good, average, temporarily poor, or 
poor". Any anomalies brought to light 
are dealt with promptly; in extreme 
cases beaches may be officially closed 
to swimmers. The Board puts pressure 
on public officials and private owners 
to correct whatever is wrong. 

"Today 94% of the bathing 
beaches of Finistere have water that is 
rated either good or average", says 
Joel Madec. His boast is justified, 
especially since no beach is now 
declared "poor". Yet as recently as 
1980, eight Finistere beaches were 
banned to swimmers; and at 20 others 
swimmers were warned that the water 
was of poor quality. 

Despite the healthy state of the 
Finistere beaches, Maurice Saborin 
warned in his last annual report on the 
subject that " it is important to main
tain our efforts to keep the seaside 

communities clean." 
And in fact, although swimmers 

are not affected, there has been a 
proliferation of green algae and other 
marine vegetation. A consequence of 
farming practices as well as domestic 
and industrial pollution, these growths 
threaten the productivity of fish and 
shellfish cultivation. Natural imbal
ances of this kind call for strict action 
by specialist teams. Quite apart from 
caring for its bathing beaches, Brittany 
is taking very seriously the need to 
protect the environment in order to 
ensure the continued good health of its 
maritime economy. • 
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