The invasion of biocarriers
What are they?

Discovered in 2007 on the beaches of the Basque country
and Landes coasts, these small plastic wheels have long
been an enigma. Finally identified by the Corsica chapter
of Surfrider Foundation Europe, we now know that they are
«biocarriers» used in the treatment of wastewater in municipal
water purification treatment plants and in the food industry
(such as wine, drink, canning and meat industries but also in
fish farming and on some cruise ships).

How do they work?

In water purification plants, waste water goes through several
purification treatments: screening (passing through grids to
retain large residues), settling or decanting (settling period to
allow for the heavy materials to fall to the bottom of the tank).
Finally, waste-consuming bacteria are added to the water. In
the early 2000s, researchers from a Norwegian University
found out that introducing a support in the water for the bacteria
to settle on made the process much more effective.
These «biocarriers» are, in effect, supports for bacteria,
and are introduced in large
quantities in the water purification
plants basins (50% of the volume
of water, the equivalent of several
hundreds of thousands and
even in some cases, millions
of units). They move erratically
with the flow of water or the introduction of air and, by doing
so, increase tenfold the bacteria
effectiveness.

river Oria. Biomedias were carried out to the ocean in Orio.
They were later spotted by surfers and local water managers
in the area. This led to press coverage and the mayor of San
Sebastian publicly voiced his concern about this pollution.
Despite strong suspicions, offending companies have not been
formally identified.
On February 11, 2010 in Corbeil-Essonne (near Paris, France),
500 to 800 m3 of filter media (equivalent to several million
of units) escaped from a water purification plant into the River
Seine. They were very quickly spotted by the inhabitants of
a barge, who alerted the Paris waterways police force. The
identified polluter admitted his fault / recognised his responsibility. The association Robin des Bois filed a complaint against
X for polluting water resources. On March 7, they were spotted
downstream, 310 km away from the accident spot, in Bardouville
past Rouen in the Regional Natural Park of “Les boucles de
la Seine Normande.” On Sunday April 25, they were found on
the beach at Honfleur. The Parisian filter media had made it
to the ocean!
Mid February 2010, in Galicia (Spain), eel fishermen found
large quantities of filter media in their nets in the River Miño
on the border between Spain and Portugal. The pollution
lasted several days. Local police started their investigation
but never found the source.
2. Regular leaks
We can make several assumptions:

Why do we find them on our beaches?

- Biomedias are used in open-air ponds, which can overflow
during heavy rainfall.
- Some manufacturers claim that “you can add biocarriers»
without further modification to the plant to enhance its effectiveness. Could this lead to unsuitable plants?

1. One-off accidents
We can account for three, at least, in the recent months:
In autumn 2009, in the Basque Country (Spain), millions of
units escaped from one or two paper mills located on the

These are only speculations, but one thing is certain, the
three referenced accidents could not alone account for the
huge amount of biocarriers that have been found, in the last
3 years, on so many beaches of the Atlantic coast in both
France and Spain.
There must be other leaks still to be identified.

This is what we know so far: there are two possible sources
of pollution:

More informations at www.surfrider64.com under « medias filtrants » heading

