Gallic pride at stake as Italy grows oysters 
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	The scenic 12th-century seaside town of Porto Venere, a few hours drive from France on the Italian Riviera, has declared an oyster war on its Gallic neighbour.

France, which is Europe's biggest oyster grower, supplies 90 per cent of the hundreds of thousands of bivalves eaten by Italian enthusiasts.

 


Italian oysters ‘taste better’

However, in recent years the reputation of the French oyster has slumped in Italy, especially after more than 200 diners in the area around Porto Venere were taken ill after eating a batch of imports.

With the French oyster industry under fire for its unorthodox health and safety rules and for growing skinny specimens, the citizens of Porto Venere have spotted a gap in the market and set up their own farm. 

"Our oysters are much more perfumed, they taste more of the sea, which is what oyster lovers want," said Paolo Varrella, a marine biologist with a doctorate in oyster growing, who is managing the farm.

"Our water is cleaner and saltier, and our oysters feed on a different type of micro-organism, giving them a much different flavour. I certainly prefer them. I don't want to say they are better, but really, when we paired them with a glass of Vermentino, a Ligurian white wine, it was something else," he added.
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The 6,500sq ft (600sq m) farm has just opened and hopes to have its oysters on the market for the run-up to Christmas. The farm has been part-funded by the local council and plans to grow the same "cupped" oysters which until now have been France's most famous export.

The cultivation of the current batch started last summer, when bundles of leaves from the mastic tree were placed on the seabed to attract the oyster larvae. Once the molluscs had taken hold and grown to a small size, they were moved to racks made from rope to allow them to attach themselves.

"It is not just me that thinks they are superior," said Dr Varrella. "A large panel of gourmets and marine experts that came to the inauguration all agreed with me."

La Spezia has grown mussels in the past but previous attempts at oyster farming proved disastrous. Town records show that an oyster farm set up in 1890 was destroyed by a giant wave. Another attempt the following year ended in failure after all the oyster larvae were eaten by gilthead bream.

At present, Italy only produces about 500 ton of oysters a year from farms in the Adriatic around Venice and near Taranto.

The oyster industry in France suffered a calamity last year when two tourists died in the Bay of Arcachon shortly after eating the delicacy and a short ban was imposed on sales.

Although the industry was later cleared of any wrong-doing, the damage to its reputation was done.

The deaths also brought to light an archaic system for checking whether oysters are safe for consumption. The farmers inject liquid from the inside of an oyster into a mouse: if the rodent lives, the oysters are sold.

The Romans introduced oyster farming to France, and Sergius Orata, a merchant and engineer, was famous in the era of the Republic for being able to grow oysters "on the roof of his house".

The current oyster war is only a small part of the culinary rivalry between Italy and France.

Italians take sweeping credit for the glories of French cuisine. They firmly believe that Catherine de Medici introduced the French to truffles, Parmesan cheese, artichokes and veal when she travelled with her chefs from Florence to marry Henry II in 1533.

In addition to these accomplishments, Catherine allegedly introduced the fork to France, plus the noble art of banqueting. In 1549, she served 50 guests with 30 peacocks, 33 pheasants, 21 swans, 20 cranes, 66 guinea hens, 30 capons, 99 quail and a number of hares, rabbits and pigs.

There was also salad, noted one witness, who admitted that with such food there should "never be a reason to go to war with our Southern neighbours again".
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