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Abstract

Coutant Aquariums S.A., top builder of Public Aquariums in Europe, diversified its activity 5 years ago in creating Alter Ego, a company specializing in artificial reconstruction of natural landscapes.

Today Alter Ego is positioned among the very best creators of both terrestrial and underwater decoration. Alter Ego built the artificial settings in Océanopolis, Brest, grouping under one roof techniques of artificial reconstruction of underwater and terrestrial tropical environments: Indo-Pacific and Caribbean tanks, Penguin exhibit, Polar seal exhibit, Temperate seal exhibit, Mangrove swamp and Tropical greenhouse.

Alter Ego worked with Océanopolis staff to adapt to the different techniques and constraints of each artificial environment.

The variety of scenographic decoration built by Alter Ego allows exhaustive presentation of all the different techniques used to meet this challenge.

Résumé

La Société Coutant Aquariums, 1er concepteur réalisateur d'Aquariums Publics en Europe, a diversifié son activité en créant, il y a 5 ans, Alter Ego, une société spécialisée dans la reconstitution artificielle de la Nature.

Aujourd'hui, Alter Ego se situe au tout premier rang mondial parmi les réalisateurs de décors immergés et émergés.

Alter Ego a réalisé les décors artificiels d'Océanopolis, à Brest, qui regroupe en un seul Parc des techniques de reconstitutions immergées et émergées tropicales : Bassin Indo-Pacifique, Bassin des Caraïbes, Manchotière, Bassins à phoques des zones polaires et tempérées,polaires, Mangrove et Serre tropicale.

Alter Ego a travaillé de concert avec l’équipe d'Océanopolis pour adapter ses différentes techniques et contraintes à chaque environnement reconstitué.

La variété des décors scénographiques réalisés par Alter Ego permet de présenter de manière exhaustive toutes les techniques différentes qui ont dû être utilisées pour mener à bien ce défi.

The Coutant Group, no. 1 in Europe in Engineering and realization of giant Aquariums throughout the world created seven years ago a specialized branch in artificial biotope recreation named Alter Ego.
This branch of activity has reinforced the positioning of the Coutant Group in the world of aquariology. The majority of IAC members are familiar with Coutant for their main scope of action:

· Manufacture of all kinds of tanks

· Watertight concrete structures

· Supply and installation of transparent viewing observatories (tunnels, panels…)

· Engineering and installation of life-support systems

Alter-Ego has been developed to be a major international player in design and realization of recreation of artificial biotopes recreations.

It is with special interest and pride that Philippe de Lacaze is making this presentation in Monaco, since the Coutant Group has been given the opportunity by the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco to participate in the realization of the new exhibit, the Tank 2000, which includes a shark tank and a giant living coral reef. Coutant realized the waterproofing of the tank, provided and installed all the acrylic panels and jointly realized the rockwork with the Museum aquariology team. One of the key factors of success has been the permanent teamwork between the aquarium staff and Coutant/Alter-Ego to succeed in such a challenging a project.

In today’s presentation Philippe de Lacaze wishes to introduce the work accomplished by Coutant / Alter Ego at the aquarium of Océanopolis in Brest on the coast of western France. The challenge was to recreate, as realistically as possible, three major biotopes:

· Tropical reefs

· Polar landscapes

· Amazon forest

1. Tropical reefs
Coutant / Alter Ego reconstructed Caribbean Zones, Indo Pacific zones and Red sea zones.

In every tank (ranging from 80 m3 to 1,000 m3) a large variety of artificial corals have been reconstructed. When adding all of them over 20,000 artificial corals were installed.

Coutant / Alter Ego used a great variety of techniques to diversify the presentation of invertebrates by using:

· moulded corals

· corals sculpted on site

The majority of invertebrates were sculpted on the work-site in order to avoid the homogeneity often observed when using moulded specimens. Actually, the sculpture technique was privileged against a “100% moulded solution” as it definitively creates much more diversity and greater realism in the tank.

This technique was also chosen using specific mortar for some specimens to recreate their texture very precisely. The mortar is specially adapted to withstand seawater; it is colored right through to guarantee long-term persistence of desired appearance.

On the other hand, the soft corals were moulded and made of urethane; this technique is very well adapted for rendering the fragility of soft corals. Moulded corals are also died right through to guarantee durability of their appearance.

The choice of mixing moulded and carved corals is surely one of the keys for success in recreating an artificial coral reef

2. Polar landscapes (penguin tank and sea lion tank)
The Océanopolis polar pavilion has two large tanks

· A penguin tank of 300 m3
· A sea lion tank of 1,000 m3
A large variety of artificial features were requested

· Basalt columns 

· Icebergs

· Cliffs

· Falkland cliffs for penguins

This required combining different techniques in the same tanks, so Coutant /Alter-Ego had to mix these effects.

· Polystyrene-based volumetric shapes to ensure the requisite degree of buoyancy for icebergs

· High-catalysed polyester to create crevasses in the artificial ice

· Specific polyurethane foam sprayed with urethane to create large volumes of snow

· Tiny pieces of glass incorporated in the artificial ice to recreate the shiny appearance of ice.

Both the penguin and sea lion tanks are equipped with a snow machine. Real snow on artificial rocks provides a splendid recreation of polar landscapes.

3. Amazon landscapes
The Amazon forest is located at the end of the visit. The customer’s expectations in this specific zone were a real challenge for Coutant /Alter Ego.

A joint team made up of the Customer’s representatives and Coutant / Alter Ego staff travelled to the Caribbean to take specific casts and recreate exact local biotopes of natural mangrove swamp, artificial giant trees, creepers, lianas, river and waterfall stones.

Trees 10 meters high were fashioned by mixing tixotropic mortars with portions of real trees.

A key to success was to find adequate products, which can match both realistic reconstruction and respect of French standards for fire security.

Branches were made with very light composites in order to allow a large span from the trunks.

Lianas were recreated with specific moisture-resistant polymers.

To conclude this presentation I must admit that recreating so much biodiversity in a single place was a real challenge for Coutant/Alter Ego’s teams. I would like to thank all the representatives of the Aquarium itself for their constant support who, through their skills and knowledge, helped us in achieving this great accomplishment at Océanopolis.
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