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INTRODUCTION

          At the entrance of the Loire’s estuary and the Atlantic Ocean, the Briere is a fascinating territory of France. Actually, swampy areas have always been considered as austere places surrounded by mysteries. The reason is that penetrating in such zones is often really hard and quite disturbing for the one that is not used to. However, one of the most magical marshes in Europe, not only because of the numerous legends born there but also for its tremendous richness, is the “ Grande Briere “ marsh. Created since 1970 around this zone, if the natural regional park of the Briere tries now to collect stories and so to conserve his cultural patrimony, its most important vocation is not there. Indeed, since the Briere is only a semi natural area, this zone needs a particular management to keep its identity. Perpetuated since hundred of years, traditional activities have shaped these landscapes and favor the wild life and as a consequence, nature and human history are strongly related. However, since the beginning of the XIX’s century and industrialization, brieran culture was in danger and also the biodiversity that depends on it. With its 40000 hectares of area, the park offers very different kinds of biotopes like humid meadows, swamps, reed areas, peat bogs… that are able to receive lots of diversified species. We can easily understand that the extreme diversity of habitats and so the fauna and the flora, sometimes endemic to this region, have to be preserved, which is one of the aims of the park too.

          In the following report, we will firstly present the different environment protection initiatives of France’s government and parishes and introduce the natural regional park of the Briere and its particularities. Then, after exposing the brief history of the region’s landscape and the fundamental role of water, we will focus our attention on the biotopes mosaic find in this area. Finally, an evolution of relationships between men and the Briere will be shown, with now the importance of protection, educational and valorisation missions carried out by the park, in other words ecotourism.

I/ FRANCE’S NATURE PROTECTION INITIATIVES AND PRESENTATION OF THE NATURAL REGIONAL PARK OF BRIERE

          France’s environment takes an important place now in governmental worries. As a consequence, since decades, different laws and decrees have given birth to several units of protection such as national parks, natural reserves, ZNIEFF or natural regional parks that are going to be described in the following part. 

1/ Different ways to protect Nature:

a/ National parks:
          National parks are worldwide systems devoted to Nature and its privileged sites. According to the 1960’s law, a territory can be classed as a national park, thank to a state’s decree (when a natural zone present a particular interest and when protection against every kind of degradation is needed). This decree delimits a secondary area (around the central uninhabited zone), where development has to follow environment.

Arrangement and management of those parks are given to public organizations, where the ”collectivite locales” (Region, department and parishes), scientists and ecosystem and tourism professionals define the principal orientations. Moreover, financial resources come mostly from the state that plays an important role in the park.

          The first park appearing in France was the Vanoise Park created in 1963, now, 7 parks can be counted in the country.

B/ Natural reserves:

          The 10th of July 1976, a law related to the Nature protection was voted in. Including lots of subjects like the preservation of wooded areas, this law gave also birth to the natural reserves (article 16 to 27), which vocation is to protect very particular and natural richness. Although those places are very numerous in France, their area is smaller than the national parks for instance and can even been included to other units like regional parks.

C/ ZNIEFF (Faunistic and Floristic Ecological Interest’s National Zone):
          This program was born with an environment ministry’s concept in 1982, whose purpose is to take the census of natural spaces that shelter rare or threatened species or that are relatively rich and preserved. These zones are not managed according to a strict protection rules, but will be extremely usefully and even the base for the “Natura 2000” program.

D/ Natural regional parks:

          The natural regional parks have been instituted the 1st of March 1967 by a ministerial decree and an innovating State’s politic with the “collectivites locales”. Today, there are 38 regional parks covering more than 10 % of France’s territory. Those particular places are fragile living inhabited zones (with a remarkable patrimony) that are created according to the Regional Council. The agreement made between “collectivites locales” and partnerships (associations) is shaped thank to a contract: the Chart, which principal aims are to show and to fix the park’s orientation, protection, valorization and economical and social development objectives. After the environment Ministry approbation, local elires will have to work up a management that begins with the preservation of landscapes and biological richness thank to scientific researches. Valorization and animation that explains cultural patrimony to visitors and sensitized them to the environment will be organized in parallel to infrastructure in order to welcome them well. Those parks don’t imply particular rules or protection like for national parks, natural reserves or even for the classed site inventory. 

The filing of a territory into the natural regional park‘s label (for a 10 years span renewable) gives a good reputation to the region and by the way advantages economical activities. Indeed, agricultural products give the guaranty of quality and enterprises (mostly of tourism) appear creating employment.

2/ Presentation of the natural regional park of Briere:

          This park is located in the west part of France and more precisely in the Loire-Atlantic department at a few kilometers from the ocean between St Nazaire and Guerande. Its territory covers almost 40000 hectares including 19000 hectares of wetlands in the heart of which more than 7000 hectares are occupied by the Grande Briere Mottiere marsh alone (second swamp in France after the Camargue). This park is spread over 18 parishes and nearly 70000 people are living there, (Dossier, 1997).
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           The Briere is one of the very first regional parks created in the country since it was founded the 16th of October 1970 by a local initiative. The park is managed by a mixed trade union composed of adherent members (of the parishes, Nantes, the region and the department principally) and associated members, (Dossier, 97). Surprisingly, history itself has conferred a certain originality to the Briere. Actually, the Grande Briere marsh is the join of the propriety of the inhabitants of the 21 marsh side parishes. This is attested by the letter of patent of Francois II, duke of Brittany in 1461 and this has been perpetuated up to the present day, (Guide pratique, 99).

          Generations of brierans living near the swamps have shaped the landscapes and kept their traditions. Now in partnership with the marsh communities and associations, the park is building the future by enhancing the natural and cultural heritage of the Briere. The park has been created in this specific region for different reasons. One the one hand, because of the inexorable amelioration of ways of life, lots of ancestral methods were in danger of disappearing and it is all the Briere’s patrimony that would have been threatened if something was not undertaken. Moreover, one other reason to take steps of protection of this territory is that the Briere belongs to the international patrimony. Thus, since 1986, France adheres to the Ramsar convention (1971) and the natural regional park of the Briere contains important points like rare, the vulnerable or threatened species’ presence (like the thorelle, a plant only found in three places in the world) or because it lodges plants and animals in a critical period of their life (like migration), (Guide pratique, 99). For these reasons, management must take care at the same time of social and economical activities but also of the natural balance maintainance of this zone.
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II/ THE BRIERE AND ITS INCREDIBLE RICHNESS

1/ History of the Briere’s landscapes:

          Guerande islet’s geology is highly related to the Armorican massif. Actually, the sharp coasts in this part of Brittany are evidences of the overthrow that happened there. In fact, the brieran depression corresponds with the falling over of the pedestal to the Loire River. Thus, now, numerous basins have been formed separated by granite formations (Briere’s islands, the Croisic islet…), (Bonnet P. & Hedin J., 1989).

          Studies have recently been made using pollen and carbon 14 to trace the Briere’s history and to understand the evolution of the region, (Visset L., 1990). Thank to these researches, we are aware that since the beginning of the Tertiary and until nowadays, a succession of advancements and recoil of the ocean have participated progressively to the heaping up of those low zones, with blue clay that is now 25 to 30 meters thick. 

2/ Importance of water for the Briere’s ecosystems:

          A variety of landscapes can be seen when you travel from the ocean to the inside of the Briere. The common element that unites this mosaic of different ecosystems is water. 

          Marshes are in relation with the Loire thanks to a river: the Brivet (central hydrographic system). Until a recent time, the tide movement was happening naturally whereas today, slices and locks control and limit exchanges with a heavily re-worked estuary. Now, the management of the water level is one of the greater cares of the park, (BT, 99).
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	Variation of the water level during a year:

With autumn’s rain, the peaty soil absorbs water like a sponge. Later, the whole marsh is almost totally covered by water. The principal evacuation of the liquid takes place during winter and spring thanks to sluice gates systems.

In spring and summer, vegetation growth and evaporation phenomenon create a general decreasing of the water’s level.

A different landscape, with more vegetation, meadows and reed beds appears relegating then water in the canals and ponds, (BT, 98). 

(Illustration: site www.parc-naturel-briere.fr)


           This seasonal cycle, linked to raining conditions, is a brieran’s swamps characteristic: the most parts of the marshes is overflowed in winter and not in summer with persistence of permanent pools in some places.

3/ The Briere, a mosaic of landscapes:

          In the heart of the Park, marshes form a patchwork of ecosystems distinguished according to different topographies, length of time of submersion, salinities of water (that define the vegetation’s nature) and human traditional activities. We can namely observe three main environments in the Briere Park.

a/ Canals and “piardes”:
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	          An important hydrographic system crosses the swamps everywhere. Thus, canals open on numerous ponds called “piardes” (ancient site of peat’s extraction). Essentially localized in the Grande Briere marsh, these shallow stretches of water are since April and May dominated by aquatic vegetal associations, (Guide pratique, 99).

(Photo: Faune et flore des marais brierons)


♦ Sometimes totally covered by white water lilies, piardes show lots of more discreet species. Some are floating on the surface like european frog-bits, amphibious bistorts or broad-leaved pondweeds, other are submerged such as urticularia (U.vulgaris), water violets, hornworts or water milfoil, (Bonnet P. & Hedin J., 89).
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	(Photos: site www.par-naturel-briere.fr)


White water lily  and  Urticularia

♦ Aquatic vegetation often forms dense masses that shelter abundant small fauna like molluscs and insects that are particularly searched for by white fishes (carps, roaches…) and amphibians for their development, (Faune et flore des marais br.).

♦ Discreet hosts of piardes, like otters, minks or muskrat (imported from North America) are rarely directly observed, those predators eat principally fishes and only path impressions betray their presence, (Faune et flore des marais br.).

♦ In winter, numerous Anatidae find enough shelter, quiet and food on stretches of water, like mallards, coots, swam, european widgeons, mergansers, common shelducks or diving ducks as the common pochards. Waders can also be observed in the estuary’s area (avocets, silver plovers, sandpipers, bar tailed godwits) in the same way as lots of singing birds. When spring arrives, black terns (Childonias nieger, now relatively rare), warblers, blue-headed wagtails and bluethroats (Luscina svecica) nestle near water like Anatidae do, (De Beaulieu, 91)(Site d’hivernage…). Diving ducks and common gallinules hide their eggs in the floating plants, (lieu de repro…). Furthermore, Ciconiiforms like herons or spoonbills are abundant near shallow places because of their hunting strategy to walk in the water, (Bonnet P. & Hedin J., 89). 

b/ The reed beds:

♦ Big helophytes such as reeds or Carex but also other plants with spectacular inflorescence like the yellow iris, buttercups (Ranunculus lingua), flowering rushes (Butomus) and common meadow rues are found in the environment. Every year, an important accumulation of organic matter (consecutive to the winter reed beds dead elements) and the result would be the level of the pond’s increasing, progressively its filling up and at the end the colonization of trees such as willows or birches, in other words the climax, (Bernard J-Y. & Rolland R., 90).

♦ Actually, reed beds are the privileged habitat of harvest rats and amphibious voles.

♦ Generally, abundance and diversity of reed bed birds are higher on canals’ or ponds’ edges, whereas the heart of the reed beds is often really poor. However, the number of individual of those few species found there is very important. During the reproductive period, aquatic warblers are numerous (sedge warblers, european reed warbler (Acrocephalus scirpaceus)) and frequently seen, whereas bearded tits (Panurus biarmicus) prefers old reed beds and is therefore much more hidden. Water rails (Rallus aquaticus), brown swamp hens and Bitterns (Botaurus spirallis, a Ciconiiform, which singing can be heard at several kilometers), are inhabitants of this ecosystem too. We can add that the only diurnal bird of prey of the marsh is the reed harrier and it reproduces very well in the Briere, (De Beaulieu F., 91).
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                                               Butomus and the reed harrier

c/ The wet grasslands:
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	          In France, the progressive disappearance of wet meadows put the Brivet swamp and so the Briere’s park on the foreground for threatened animal and plant species conservation. Traditional exploitations, pasture and mowing still maintain important surface of wet grassland (mostly in the south and east of the Briere), (BT, 98). 




          The inundation span, that can reach six months, is variable according to zones and years. Generally, the north’s soils are peaty and acidic and favourable to the growth of the cotton grass, whereas in the south it is lightly salty, which pleases marsh mallows. These differences of condition confer to the environment high vegetation diversity.
♦ The blue dechampsia, rush, Scirpus palustris, Glyceria and Agrostis are very common in those meadows. Other plants such as mare’s tails grow when water stays longer on the grassland. A particular Ombellifera, the “thorelle” (Thorella verticillatinundata) can only be observed in three points in the world including the Briere, (Faune et flore des marais br.).

♦ as soon as springs appears, grasslands offer to small carnivores (weasels, stoats and foxes) large opportunities of feeding. European hares and marsh owls are common hosts of meadows too, (Bonnet P. & Hedin J., 89).

♦ Nevertheless, a fundamental role of this environment is to welcome lots of migration birds on the one hand for their wintering period (a rest place for Anatidae) and one the other hand for their reproductive one. Indeed, wet grasslands are privileged nesting sites of several snipes but also of national importance species like corncrakes rails, black tailed godwits (Limosa limosa) or ruffs (Philomachus pugnax), (Les marais brierons).

III/ MEN AND BRIERE, HOW THIS LOVE STORY SURVIVED TO YEARS PASSING BY

1/ Brieran’s ways of life before industrialization:
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	          Until the middle of the XIX’s century, brieran island’s population lived nearly independently, used to limited arable land surfaces and by omnipresence of water that insulates islands several months per year. Despite those difficult conditions, brierans had to turn to the marsh’s resources: for food (rearing, fishing, hunting…), construction materials (wood and reeds) and combustible (peat). (Photo: parc naturel regional de briere)


          Nevertheless, the swamp couldn’t satisfy all the needs so that an exchange based on the local richness, like the peat and the “black earth” (organic mud) used as a plant fertilizer, was organized with Nantes and a big part of France. Water, source of food was also a way to the rest of the world. Small crafts called “Chalands” were indispensable to carry cattle, peat and reeds from one island to another or along the Loire, (Bernard J-Y., 89).

2/ Industrialization happens and traditions were forsaken:

          The industrial development of St Nazaire has however altered the precious relationship of the brierans and their marshes. People namely abandoned traditional activities to be employed in the city’s factories. As a consequence, rearing decreased, peat and reeds are not as used as in the past and canals are less kept up. Thus, the filling up of marshes, what is their natural evolution, is day after day ascertained. Indeed, observations must been taken into account like the regression of the water stretches related to the extension of the reed beds, which cover almost ¾ of the Grande Briere marsh, (Bernard J-Y. & Rolland R., 90 and see annex).

3/ Today, the park focuses its attention on the restoration of the Briere.

a/ Concrete actions:
          Organization aimed to protect environment, the natural regional park of the Briere develops a wide program both of restoration of biotopes and of re-establishment of aquatic fauna communication ways. Hence, the park is carrying out concrete actions such as:

    ( The dredging of canals and stretches of water to restore the hydrographical system (in consultation with the marsh committees) and to help primary production, (Bernard J-Y. & Rolland R., 1990).

    (The experiment to develop the product of the marsh and to valorize them in order to pay for the removal of mud and plants (reeds and carex).

    ( The use of systems called “passes” to re-establish the natural migration ways of eels and lots of young fishes.

( The active participation of farmers that use extensive reaping and rearing results in order to maintain the ecological and landscape value of wet grasslands.
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         Dredging of a “piarde”                                                       An eel pass

(Photos: Bernard J-Y. & Boulet A.)

b/ Ecotourism:

          Because of the atlantic beaches and Guerande’s islet proximity, the Briere Park welcomes mostly during summer an important number of visitors and want them to 

have a convenient stay (taking care at the same time of the inhabitants life quality and respecting natural and cultural patrimony). It is in this state of mind that the park created different animation centers, (Guide pratique, 99):

    ( Kerhinet village forms a set of 18 thatched cottages restored by the Park and that presents typical and traditional interior and exhibitions of the job of thatching.

    ( The lock keeper houses relate and comment on the geology and the history of a few aspects of water life in the Grande Briere swamp.

    ( Within a protected area of 25 hectares, tourists can have a walk between reeds and meadows, sludges and ponds, learning about living organisms found there.

    ( The Park has created 250 kilometers of path in a circuit and during the summer, associations and guides propose to discover landscapes by foot, bikes, horses or even by small crafts.

    ( Environment classes can be organized in different centers in Briere (Donges, St Lyphard…) with a diversity of items proposed and the collaboration of the education ministry.
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            Environment class                                               traditional thatches                                        
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Discovery of the landscape

(Photos: www.parc-naturel-briere.fr)

CONCLUSION

          The Briere covers maybe a little overspread of land and water in comparison with the whole country but its richness makes us understand that even small places have to be surrounded by protection measures. It is obvious that brierans are really attached to their territory, which represents for each person a part of their history but also memories of their origins. Nevertheless, whatever they might do to restore and preserve this semi natural area, the swamp and the entire region look different now from the previous decades. A striking example is been given when you know that brieran restaurants are buying camargan eels and that thatch houses are now often build with Dutch reeds. The Briere took more than 8000 years to become what it is, and as nobody wants to watch it disappear, initiatives described in this report have been taken. In the following years it will be possible for the park’s managers to analyze the results of those resolutions and maybe believe in the maintain of this beautiful biotopes. It would give to pessimistic people, who think that men and nature living together are incompatible, a good opportunity to change their mind.
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ANNEX

Figure 1: Map of the stretches of water’s evolution during 1948 and 1980 of the Grande Briere marsh,(Roze F. & al, 1980).
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Figure 2: Map representing the vegetal associations in the Grande Briere marsh, (Roze F. & al, 1980).

 [image: image16.png]4HATIONS VEGETALES

NDE_BR)

Ig

1750000

T roseéras

Enitange sracies ot matires
B prainc:

I icsranon zqutias





PAGE  
13

