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Abstract

“Vive la différence” has long been used to defend the idiosyncratic approach of the French within a world, which is otherwise becoming more and more standardized. “La différence” was never more evident in the aquarium world than at the opening of Nausicaa in 1991 where a courageous and innovative approach to design created a thought-provoking environment to reflect on more serious issues of how best to manage the oceans that surround us. 

Since 1991 both Nausicaa and all the major French Aquaria have, or are expanding to meet an ever-increasing public interest.

In parallel the determination of the major Aquaria and a watchful legislative eye throughout France ensure a commitment to sound cultural and educational programs in all new projects at both conceptual and operational levels.

The success and public interest in Aquaria in France is currently spawning an explosion of new projects in which “la différence” remains a key ingredient and is as visible across the board as it is between individual projects.

Résumé

«Vive la différence». Ce slogan est clamé depuis longtemps par les Français pour affirmer leur spécificité au cœur d'un monde qui a tendance à s'uniformiser de plus en plus. « La différence » n'a jamais été aussi évidente dans le milieu des Aquariums qu'à l'ouverture de Nausicaa en 1991, où une nouvelle approche dans le mode de présentation des Aquariums et la conception des espaces qui les accompagnent, incitent le public à s'intéresser et à réfléchir à des questions plus générales concernant l'environnement et la gestion des océans.

Depuis 1991, Nausicaa ainsi que la plupart des grands Aquariums en France ont réalisé ou préparent une extension afin de faire face à une demande de plus en plus forte de la part du public.

En parallèle la stratégie de ces grands Aquariums, et le cadre législatif existant, favorisent la prise en compte d'une dimension éducative et culturelle de plus en plus importante, tant pour la conception de nouveaux espaces que pour la mise en place d'une politique d'animation et d'événements réguliers.

La réussite de ces Aquariums, ainsi que l'engouement qu'ils suscitent auprès du public, provoquent une explosion de nouveaux projets, qui déclinent tous cette «différence», tout en affirmant pour chacun d'entre eux une identité forte.

Introduction

Genesis

In the beginning there was Monaco; a brave turn of the century statement of scientific prowess in the field of Marine Biology. 

The true precursor to the Monterey Bay Aquarium:- even to this day there are few sites which share such strong visual and contextual links with the sea and none who can challenge its well earned status as the living monument to our aquariological heritage.

Equally famous in France but, perhaps less well known abroad was the aquarium of the Trocadero in Paris; a subterranean aquarium in the famous Jardin de Trocadero in Paris which first opened at the end of the 19th century. This was another prestige aquarium endowed with all the architectural niceties of it's age but, which lacked the contextual advantages of projects like Monaco. It was re-developed in 1937 and in the end sadly faded away, like many others, in 1985.

The Middle Ages

France, like so many other countries, spawned a plethora of coastal Aquaria during the mid 20th Century. Projects were almost too numerous to mention but their relatively small scale and traditional approach inevitably failed to make a mark in the international arena. In addition to the many coastal projects such as Banyuls sur Mer there were some intermediate scale inland projects such as the Musée des Arts Africains et Océaniens in Paris and the Aquarium of the University of Nancy. While the technology of their time constrained them from making any major tourism or cultural statement these were to be the Aquaria that established the grass roots of the profession of aquariology in France. 

Advanced glazing technology and the spectacular large scale projects were however a long time in coming and while the years from 1910 to 1980 undoubtedly made a significant contribution to the ground rules of the profession that we now take for granted, they provided few structural milestones in aquarium evolution. The formation of a national organization of aquarium curators (uca), in the late 1970's, was however to create a strong professional reference and foundation for many future initiatives.

The Renaissance

In the 1980's France started to wake up to the tourism potential of the large modern aquarium. Many parts of the national economy were already benefiting from a significant tourism revenue and France in general was starting to look for a means of expanding it's tourism base. 

At the same time some towns were suffering changes in their industrial profile and needed to re-orientate their local economies. The idea of a large modern aquarium development presented a chosen few with a so far unprecedented opportunity to create a new form of tourist attraction capable of appealing to a truly international market in lieu of the more colloquial market of the traditional museums.

Such was the case in Nausicaa in Boulogne and Oceanopolis in Brest. Both towns needed a destination attraction to encourage tourists to come to the area. This was necessary in Boulogne due to the imminent opening of the channel tunnel project which risked converting Calais and Boulogne into transit towns and leaving the North of France in a geographical hinterland. Brest suffered simply from being remote and relatively inaccessible and needed to attract more tourists to the area. 

In both projects a similar financial formula was conceived with cascading grant aid from local government, through regional and national governments;- all of which was eventually matched by the eec. 

A smaller scale private project was conceived at the same time in La Rochelle whose viability was assured by the already buoyant tourism economy of the town.

All three projects were conceived from different origins being:- Cultural in Boulogne, Scientific in Brest and Commercial in La Rochelle. These origins had surprisingly little impact on the quality of presentation of the projects but, served to define a very different character of presentation in each.

La Révolution

The desire to be different has long been part of French culture and was never more evident than in the three new French projects. The architecture of all three was striking and dynamic and served in itself to present a symbol of change. Thereafter the three projects were more or less courageous in terms of their exhibit design. Nausicaa was undoubtedly the most avant-garde. Never before had the aquarium world seen such courageous and risqué exhibit designs and admirers were equally matched by sceptics as they struggled to come to terms with such a radical approach. 

Behind the exhibit design philosophy there was however a new and radically different cultural philosophy which served to justify the revolutionary design approach. Nausicaa was not designed simply as an exhibition of a collection of animals but rather, as a deliberately thought provoking environment to make visitors start to think about man and his relationship with the oceans. Nausicaa was in fact conceived primarily as a cultural center in which the animals serve as support and as vectors for the discussion and not as an aquarium in which the fish are the core subject.

Nausicaa's specific mission is to involve visitors in the debate about environmental issues and to present sufficient information to captivate their interest and encourage them to delve deeper. The exhibition is also supported by a variety of cultural facilities and strong cultural mission that seeks to inform and involve visitors through film, via a well-equipped mediatheque and in constructive debate. The combined objective of all these activities is to influence a change in behavior towards the seas such that each member of our visiting public becomes both conscious of the influence of their actions and proactive in making their individual contribution towards shaping the sustainable development of the oceans. 

The original Nausicaa project concept was both courageous in design and ambitious in visitor expectations. The formula has however proved itself by consistently attracting in excess of 600,000 visitors per annum since 1991 of which more than 35% are repeat visitors. 

Over time the exhibits have matured rather than becoming dated and the original exhibition still looks good after welcoming its 6,000,000th visitor earlier this year. 

The success of Nausicaa was not unique amongst Aquaria in France. Both Oceanopolis and the aquarium of La Rochelle were either meeting or exceeding visitor expectations. All three projects now had a proven track record and determined to build new extensions or, on the case of La Rochelle, to build a completely new project.

The Second Wave

In the case of Nausicaa and Oceanopolis second wave financing was sourced via essentially the same well proven route to that of the initial project. In the case of La Rochelle private funding was no longer sufficient to fund the increased level of public expectations and a public/private partnership was therefore formed to fund specific aspects of a new, more ambitious project.

Since the outset the Nausicaa team had been well aware of the need to plan towards renewal of exhibits and re-stimulation of public interest. Extension plans were therefore advanced to allow funding to be sourced and construction to commence in 1996. The project continued the original theme of man and his relationship with the oceans and makes extensive use of acrylics and more recent scenographic techniques to present larger scale exhibits accompanied by high tech presentations designed to incite debate on the sustainable use of our oceans.

The extension responds directly to the visitor's hunger for information while at the same time keeping pace with a rise in public expectations of the scale of a truly international aquarium project. The success of the formula is, once again demonstrated by an increase in visitor numbers over the past two years to in excess of 800,000.

The extension of Brest opened earlier this year and is enjoying a similar percentage increase in attendancies while the new La Rochelle project is currently under construction and due to open in 2001. The ambitious renovations currently underway here in Monaco should also have a dramatic effect on attendance and will help this proud institution to keep pace in an ever changing world.

Nausicaa, Oceanopolis and La Rochelle are, of course, not the only new projects to have been built in France since the 1980's. There are other recent projects, notably the Aquarium of Le Croisic and the Aquarium of St-Malo which do good work and which succeed in generating significant visitor numbers. These three aquariums are, however the those which demonstrate most dramatically the growth of interest in Aquaria in France and the scale of operation now necessary to satisfy visitor expectations and to remain within the international arena. 

The Millenium - The Dawn of a New Age and the setting of New Trends

Interest in Aquaria in France has never been so great as in recent years. This fact is demonstrated not only by increased overall attendancies at our institutions but, also by the number of new French projects either under development or in consideration. 

Nausicaa development, the consultancy wing of Nausicaa, is currently working on two projects that are currently in construction, two that are in detailed design stages and another two on which detailed design is due to commence shortly. 

It is significant that only one of these projects, the development of a completely new project within the subterranean site of the original Trocadero aquarium, can be considered as a pure autonomous aquarium in the more traditional sense. The other, smaller projects, all contain some museum element or other component designed to enhance the scale and broaden the appeal of the project. In fact at least three of the projects are essentially museum projects which will be animated by a strong aquariological component.

Such is the case in the “Musée Artisanal de La Pêche (Mareis)” in Etaples in the North of France where the Aquaria are the vector for a discussion about the lives of the fishermen and the very specific fishing heritage of this unique village. The animals presented will provide a focus for discussion of particular issues that lie at the very heart of the culture and the experiences of the local fishermen. Construction of this project is well advanced and it's opening is planned in spring of next year.

The Cité de la Mer in Cherbourg will use the historic role of the port of Cherbourg as a submarine base to explore the subject of man's adventures in discovery of the oceans. Seventy-five percent of the floor area of the project is dedicated to museum exhibits that culminate in a visit of the submarine “Redoutable” in a dry dock. The living part of the exhibition however, presents a vertical link in the museum scenario by way of a series of aquarium exhibits, including an 11 meter deep aquarium that penetrates through three floors. The aquarium theme allows the behavioral aspects of a variety of carefully chosen species to be explored as the visitors plunge to the depths of their ocean experience.

Evolutionary Trends

· A unique and coherent storyline and strong cultural mission are becoming increasingly important in project conception. 

This is no longer simply a component of Nausicaa philosophy but, is a key criterion of the project brief imposed by all our current clients. Indeed we have the distinct impression that; - what started as a localized cultural initiative is fast becoming a coherent and vigorous movement contributing towards the development of a network of like-minded institutions who share the same core philosophy. 

Within France this need for a strong and coherent cultural mission is in turn reinforced though the statutory project authorization procedures currently administered by the various French government agencies. 

We believe that this is a very positive step for the image of our profession. Indeed, the Nausicaa experience is that the ability to transmit a strong message and involve our visitors in such a way impacts directly on the long-term viability of all projects and provides the key to sustaining a high repeat and recommended visits frequency.

· Small to medium sized autonomous aquarium projects are no longer in vogue. These are being supplanted by larger scale cultural developments with a unique theme in which a strong aquarium component serves to reinforce the message that the project is attempting to transmit.  

Scale is an important component affecting the impact and the market penetration of any project. Enhanced visitor expectations of any visitor attraction no longer allow a small to medium sized project to achieve more than local market penetration. A coherent mix of components is therefore now necessary to broaden the appeal and attain the scale necessary to guarantee the success of any smaller project. At the same time the uniqueness of the theme of each project serves to differentiate it much more clearly than before from it's potential competitors.

· The scale threshold for entry and survival in the international arena as an autonomous aquarium is rising all the time.

The scale of investment required to create an international scale project is obviously a significant barrier to entry and is difficult to achieve solely by private or commercial funding. The recognition of the spin-off advantages to local and regional economies is however a powerful argument for assistance from the public purse. 

As an individual case Nausicaa, can clearly demonstrate it's economic benefit to the town of Boulogne and the Pas de Calais region. On a national level however the advantage of public investment in cultural projects can clearly be demonstrated by the strength of the French national tourism economy. This is second to none in the world and even exceeds that of the whole of the United States. France is therefore fortunate in having local and national governments that are generally receptive to finding funding solutions for projects such as aquarium developments but, only on condition that they have a strong cultural identity.

Conclusions

Within France itself the aquariological future seems very bright:

· There is a receptive visitor market that is interested in the aquatic environment and hungry for information.

· There is a legislative environment that is anxious to guarantee both the quality of the institutions and the quality of the message they wish to transmit.

· There is an economic environment that is receptive to assisting the development of strong cultural projects.

· Conception, design and construction of the many good new projects is already under way.

Footnote

While it is comparatively easy for Nausicaa to focus uniquely on France as an analysis base we have the distinct impression that these trends are not simply national but are echoed in general terms in many other European countries and even in other continents. Indeed Nausicaa Development has also been commissioned to work for clients in other important European projects in which the cultural requirements are very much the prime consideration. 

This impression is further reinforced by the success of our own International Meeting of Aquariums, Museums and Science Centers in Boulogne in June, of last year which was organized in collaboration with U.n.e.s.c.o. 75 participants of the meeting were drawn from 14 countries and 4 continents all of whom became signatories to the declaration of intent issued from the meeting.
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