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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Despite their enormous popularity, down and feather bedding, apparel and outdoor products have
come under increased scrutiny in recent years as more and more consumers seek to familiarize
themselves with companies associated with the humane treatment of animals. In researching the global
down and feather industry and how down and feathers are procured for such products, the following
observations and conclusions can be made:


Demand for down and feather products is extremely high worldwide because they offer
superior warmth, without added weight. Such products include pillows, comforters, duvets,
mattress toppers, winter jackets, mittens and high-fashion coats, as well as outdoor sports
items such as sleeping bags and extra-thermal jackets;



Down and feather is a byproduct of the global food industry. From 2009-2013, about 2.7 billion
ducks and 653 million geese were raised for meat on average, however, there are no farms that
raise ducks and geese purely for the procurement of down and feather;



More than a byproduct, down and feather is also a waste product of the global food industry.
By taking this waste product and then cleaning and sanitizing it to be used in bedding, clothing
and outdoor gear, down and feather contributes to the overall sustainability of our world;



China is by far the world’s largest producer of down and feather because duck is an important
component of the Chinese diet. The European Union (EU) constitutes the second most
prominent region of down and feather production;



There are animal welfare laws in the food and agriculture industry, and manufacturers and
wholesalers of down and feather sign pledges to abide by these laws in order to become
members of industry organizations. Such organizations include the International Down and
Feather Bureau (IDFB)—the global association of the down and feather industry—and its
members, which are comprised of individual companies as well as country and regional
associations like the American Down and Feather Council (ADFC) and the China Feather and
Down Industrial Association (CFDIA).



Down and feather products are derived from nature and are environmentally sensitive, as the
manufacturing process leaves a lower carbon footprint than that of synthetic materials.
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INTRODUCTION TO DOWN AND FEATHER
Down and feather products provide comfort and superior warmth to millions, without the excess weight
inherent in other materials. Down jackets, coats, vests and mittens, once most appealing among skiers,
hikers and hunters, are now part of the fashion wardrobe of city dwellers in northern climates
worldwide. Similarly, comforters, duvets, bed toppers and pillows made from down and feather have
moved from a luxury item to a staple as people seek out more natural and sustainable choices of
bedding to match their more environmentally-conscious and healthy lifestyles.
When materials derived from animals are used in manufactured goods, it is natural to question the
source of these materials and the practices used to procure them. While protecting endangered species
in the wild often garners wide attention, the humane treatment of domesticated animals is also a
concern. As a consequence, even though materials derived from natural sources are often superior to
synthetic substitutes, materials obtained from animals are under increased scrutiny.
Recently, the down and feather bedding and apparel industries have been subject to such scrutiny, as
questions are being raised about the humane treatment of domesticated birds such as ducks and geese.
In reality, a very small number of producers use questionable—even deleterious—methods of
harvesting down and feather from these animals. Such methods derive from centuries-old traditions
that are still practiced in these areas of the globe. However, such methods are censured by the industry
as a whole. The vast majority of down and feather producers globally abide by sustainable and humane
procurement methods.

DOCUMENT OVERVIEW
In order to properly assess the animal welfare issues being raised by the public regarding down and
feather, this paper has been developed to provide accurate and documented information about the
down and feather industry on a global level and will address the following:


An overview of the enormity of the poultry industry, with emphasis on the fact that down and
feathers are a byproduct of the food industry and would otherwise simply be a waste material
although, unlike polyester substitutes, this waste material is biodegradable;



Global regions and countries from which the majority of down and feather is gathered;



Methods by which down and feather is procured;
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Legal and regulatory bodies that govern these regions regarding down and feather
procurement;



Steps that the global down and feather industry has taken to assure retailers and consumers
that it does not condone the inhumane treatment of ducks and geese as it pertains to procuring
down and feathers;



The sustainability of the down and feather industry.

THE POULTRY INDUSTRY: A MODEL OF EFFICIENCY
Down and feather products are a
byproduct of an enormous, efficient and
highly-regulated global poultry industry,
which produces not only eggs but also
meat. Chickens, ducks, turkeys and
geese serve as the main sources of food
products in this industry, which has
grown rapidly in modern times, largely
as a consequence of refrigerated
transport capabilities.
The down and feather industry reflects
the culinary preferences of people from
cultures around the world. According to
statistics from the United Nations
Farming and Agriculture Organization
(UN FAO), more than 292 billion
chickens, globally, were slaughtered for
meat during the five year period from
2009 through 2013, compared to the approximately 13.8 billion ducks, 3.2 billion geese and 3.2 billion
turkeys that were slaughtered for meat during the same period (See Graph A). [1]
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Although chicken is the most popular poultry product when it comes to global consumption, their
feathers are unsuitable for down and feather products because chickens are land fowl and hence do not
produce down for insulation. Therefore, down and feather materials used for bedding and apparel come
mainly from duck and geese, which are consumed in varying amounts from country to country (See
Graphs B, C, D and E).
About 2.7 billion ducks were raised for meat on average for each year between 2009 and 2013, while
roughly 653 million geese were raised for meat on average each year during this same time period. As a
result, it is estimated that about 186 million kilograms of down and feathers are traded each year as a
byproduct of the global production of duck and geese meat. [1, 2]
Having established that the geese and ducks are the main sources of down and feathers, let’s take a
closer look at the global supply chain.
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DUCKS & GEESE: THE INDUSTRY AT A GLANCE
Global statistics for ducks aggregated by the UN FAO estimates that more than 2.8 billion ducks were
slaughtered for food in 2013, with mainland China producing 74 percent of the world’s supply of duck
meat. In fact, the top 10 countries for duck meat production account for 92 percent of duck meat
globally, with Vietnam, Myanmar, France, Thailand, Malaysia, Bangladesh, Indonesia, the Republic of
Korea and Taiwan accounting for less than four percent each. Roughly 65 additional countries from
across the world contribute to the remaining eight percent of duck meat produced globally.

Considering China’s large population and that duck is a major component of the Chinese diet, it not
surprising that 2.1 billion ducks were slaughtered in mainland China in 2013. Consequently, it is also not
surprising that China is also the world’s leading supplier of down and feathers for apparel and bedding.
Global statistics for geese production show that China, again, dominates the industry by producing
roughly 94 percent of goose meat in the world (more than 642 million geese). Among the European
goose-producing countries, Hungary and Poland are the top two producers of geese for meat, but their
production is only a small fraction of the industry compared to China.
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QUANTIFYING COMFORT
A case has been made here that down and feather products are a byproduct of independentlyestablished agricultural industries around the world. The down and feathers that are used for apparel
and bedding would otherwise become a waste material if not for its superior insulating properties
compared to man-made materials.
Superior thermal insulation evolved in waterfowl because of their contact with water; their down and
feathers must provide insulation from the cold streams and ponds that are their natural habitat. But this
insulating down also must be lightweight enough to allow flight. Thus, nature created the combination
that remains the hallmark of down and feather products today: superior warmth without added weight.
The insulating properties of down and feather products are quantified in terms of the “fill power,” which
is a measure of the volume-filled-per-unit weight using standardized measurements. This value
characterizes just one quality of down and feather products, although it is an important property. Fill
power is the value most frequently encountered on labels by consumers and it is commonly used by
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consumers to compare products in the marketplace. Fill power is partly a function of cluster size. Since
large, mature birds tend to produce larger down clusters, higher values of fill power can be obtained
using down clusters from mature geese.
Since the measurement of the quality of down and feathers is so important to grading materials for
global trade, several laboratories have been established to test, inspect and evaluate the properties of
down and feathers.
Many testing laboratories have been certified by the International Down and Feather Bureau (IDFB)
across the U.S., Europe, China and Taiwan. An example is the International Down and Feather
Laboratory (IDFL), which maintains a large database of research pertaining to industry trends and testing
procedures. See Table 1 for a list of laboratories that are certified by the IDFB.

ANIMAL WELFARE STANDARDS
It is evident that down and feathers from ducks and geese are a byproduct of the food industry.
Therefore, these animals are treated in accordance with industry standards established for the food
industry.
A key organization for animal welfare is the World Organisation for Animal Health, formerly known as
the Office International des Epizooties (OIE) and still referred to by its historical acronym. The OIE has
180 member countries and is an international reference organization for animal health and a leading
international organization for animal welfare. Its standard-setting activities in the field of animal welfare
focus on eliminating potential hazards existing prior to the slaughter of animals or the primary
processing of their products, either of which could be a source of risk for consumers. The OIE benefits
from direct collaboration with veterinary and sanitary services, including the governmental and nongovernmental organizations that implement animal health and welfare measures and other standards
and guidelines in its member countries. [3, 4]
The European Union is another leader in setting standards for animal welfare, a practice it has upheld
for over 40 years. In fact, the EU took an important step regarding this issue when it established the
Council Directive 98/58/EC of 20 July 1998 concerning the protection of animals kept for farming
purposes. This legislation gives general rules for the protection of animals of all species kept for the
production of food, wool, skin or fur (or for other farming purposes, including fish, reptiles or
amphibians). These rules are based on the European Convention for the Protection of Animals Kept for
Farming Purposes [5], and they reflect the so-called “Five Freedoms” which are summarized as follows:


Freedom from hunger and thirst
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Freedom from discomfort



Freedom from pain, injury and disease



Freedom to express normal behavior



Freedom from fear and distress

In the United States, welfare laws for animals raised for food are set forth by the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA). Most animals raised for food are covered by the Humane Slaughter
Act of 1958, which specifies how animals must be treated during the slaughtering process. Furthermore,
many U.S. States have additional laws on general and farm animal welfare.
China is another country in which the harvesting of down and feathers is highly regulated. On behalf of
the government, the China Feather and Down Industrial Association (CFDIA) plays a pivotal role in the
feather and down industry by establishing the regulations for down and feather products; handling and
settling international disputes on down trade products; and actively managing the relationships among
down and feather producers, retailers and end consumers. Furthermore, CFDIA advocates the
protection of animal welfare, opposes animal abuse and leads the China feather and down industry to
fulfill its social responsibilities, outlined in the following section.

TRACEABILITY
Standards for the harvesting of down and feathers are based on in-depth scientific documents that
examine current practices and determine how the welfare and well-being of the birds can be improved.
As previously noted, the global supply chain for down and feather includes an extensive network of
laboratories, which test down and feather materials for the purpose of grading and monitoring the
quality of these materials in the marketplace. In the process of monitoring for quality, representatives
from these laboratories personally visit hundreds of duck and geese farms, including farms in Europe
and Asia. IDFL CEO, Wilf Lieber, notes that his organization has conducted more than 400 traceability
audits since 2008, covering over 2,000 separate site visits in Asia, Europe and North America. The
number of total sites documented, including individual units in farm groups, now exceeds 10,000.
IDFL audit work includes all parts of the down and feather supply chain, including farms and other raw
material sources; slaughterhouses; synthetic fiber processors; down and feather processors; and
finished product sewing factories.
According to Mr. Lieber, the efforts by producers and buyers to document this supply chain have yielded
very positive information about the ethical sourcing of down and feathers. In fact, the audits conducted
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by IDFL confirm that live plucking of ducks and geese is far from prevalent—Mr. Lieber estimates that
the practice is so rare that it represents less than one percent of the industry, an estimate that has been
confirmed in IDFL discussions with other auditing institutes.
It should be noted, however, that European countries are permitted to harvest down and feather from
live birds, but only during molting season under clearly defined legal stipulations. Molting—or
moulting—is the period of time in which a bird naturally changes its feathers. Molting is a natural, but
complex, process because the birds must retain some of their feathers to keep warm; when a new
generation of feathers has matured, the old ones are shed. The molting of geese allows for down and
feathers to be gathered after they have fallen off the geese. During molting season, geese can also be
gently brushed or combed to remove loose down and feathers. This harvesting process is governed by a
number of provisions, including the European Convention for the Protection of Animals Kept for Farming
Purposes. According to this standard, harvesting feathers may not take place outside of the molting
season, and live-plucking is strictly forbidden by law. The European Down and Feather Association
(EDFA) has been dedicated to checking and monitoring farms and breeding plants for years as part of its
traceability program, to ensure these standards are met across Europe.
Of particular note is a document from the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) titled, “Scientific
Opinion on the Practice of Harvesting (Collecting) Feathers from Live Geese for Down Production.” This
document states that during the moulting period, the practice of gathering down and feathers may be
done as long as it is without pain and a controlled system—such as brushing or combing the geese—is
put in place to ensure that only moulting feathers are gathered from live birds. However, according to
the document, it is estimated that 99 percent of the worldwide feather production is a byproduct of the
food industry, meaning that only 1-2 percent of the world production of feathers and down is obtained
from live geese. The IDFL has found that this small percentage tends to be harvested in eastern
European countries, particularly in Hungary where less than 10 percent of the feathers produced are
harvested from live birds. The ESFA report also notes that any grotesque practices by untrained farmers
in this region are gradually being eliminated. It points out that forcibly plucked goose feathers can be
differentiated from those that have been shed through the molting process. Furthermore, plucking the
feathers and down from live geese damages the birds and does not make sense economically for the
farmer. [10]
At a global level, the IDFB neither supports nor condones the illegal harvesting of feathers and down
from live birds. All IDFB members—which include country trade associations across Europe, Asia and
America, as well as individual companies from around the globe— follow this same standard regarding
the humane treatments of birds.
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Therefore, manufacturers of down and feather products from around the world monitor their suppliers
to ensure that industry standards are followed and that the humane treatment of birds is adhered to.
For example, the American Down and Feather Council (ADFC)—an IDFB member—requires its members
to sign a pledge that states they do not condone illegal harvesting practices for down and feathers and
do not utilize feathers harvested from live animals (See Addendum 1). Members of CFDIA, another IDFB
member, adhere to a similar pledge. According to Madam Yao Xiaoman, the chairwoman of CFDIA,
members are asked to sign the “Non-Live Plucked Products Guarantee,” in which they voluntarily agree
to comply with detailed regulations on behalf of animal welfare, including the refusal to produce,
process or sell products made from down and feathers that are live-plucked (See Addendum 2). More
than a hundred of companies sign the guarantee every year. [13]
To this point, the concept of live-plucking was not actually introduced to China until the twentieth
century. Nonetheless, this practice was never commonly adopted by Chinese farmers—even prior to the
inception of the “Non Live Plucked Products Guarantee” in 2009—because it not only goes against the
protection of animal welfare, but also results in higher production costs and greater bird death rates. As
such, live-plucking no longer has a foothold in the China down industry.

SUSTAINABILITY
In our environmentally-conscious world, procedures and regulations exist to measure the effects that
producing goods has on the environment. Recently, a Product Category Rule (PCR) of Down and Feather
was developed as part of a pilot program to accurately measure the Carbon Footprint of Products (CFP).
Down and feather is classified as “intermediate goods,” i.e., goods sold from one business to another for
use in final products or services. These goods are sold by industries to one another for the purpose of
resale or producing other goods. [14]
This PCR applies collectively to both down and feather. It takes into account the entire production
process from the transport of coarse feather and down, i.e., feather and down immediately after being
removed from bird carcasses; through pre-treatment and pre-sorting, which includes removing feather
and down from coarse feather and down; to the refining process and pre-washing; to the appropriate
treatment of waste products, etc.; and treatment process for disposed products, e.g., incineration and
landfill, etc., as well as preliminary recycling process for recycled products. The PCR applies only to the
raw material procurement stage and the production stage for the intermediate products or business-tobusiness products. It also includes provisions related to transport.
The data collected using the PCR for Down and Feather indicates that the production of this material has
a relatively low carbon footprint compared to synthetic materials. The main reason for this low carbon
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footprint is that the down and feather is a recycled waste product derived from the process of raising
ducks for food. Processes such as the “breeding of ducks” and “slaughter of ducks” are not included in
the calculation of this PCR, because the original purpose was to breed ducks as a food source, with the
down and feather serving as a byproduct or a waste product.
Clearly, as vast as the poultry industry is, not all down and feather byproduct can be used when it comes
to making bedding and apparel. In fact, according to EDFA, it is estimated that in Germany alone, the
bed feather processing industry generates around 950 tonnes of waste feathers. Concerning the
European market, this figure is multiplied accordingly. Typically waste feathers are collected by waste
management companies (such as gardeners), taken to disposal sites or destroyed in incinerators. This
fact inspired EDFA to commission the University of Hohenheim, in Germany, to carry out a study to
determine if poultry feathers could serve as an organic nitrogen fertilizer in agriculture and horticulture.
[15]
The study found that feathers release nitrogen at a relatively fast and continuous rate, and that the
effectiveness of feather meal as a fertilizer is equal to that of horn meal, which is already used as an
organic fertilizer in the agriculture and horticulture industries. Therefore, this study further supports the
claim that down and feather products are more sustainable than those made of synthetic materials, in
the sense that not only are they a by-product of the food industry but also they can ultimately be
recycled at the end of their lifetime.

CONCLUSION
Down and feather is a byproduct of the enormous global food industry: there are no farms that raise
ducks and geese purely for the procurement of down and feather for bedding, apparel and outdoor
gear. In fact, plucking feathers and down from live ducks and geese is detrimental to the industry, as this
practice damages both the birds and the quality of the down and feather procured. Animal welfare laws
in the food and agriculture industry promote the humane treatment of ducks and geese, and
manufacturers—as well as the majority of wholesalers—of down and feather must sign pledges to abide
by these laws before becoming members of organizations in the down and feather industry.
More than a byproduct, down and feather is also a waste product of the food industry. Instead of
contributing to our worldwide landfill issues, after the birds are killed for consumption the feather and
down is cleaned, sanitized and recycled into the products mentioned above, which contributes to overall
global sustainability. Furthermore, since down and feather products are derived from nature and are
environmentally sensitive, the manufacturing of these products leaves a lower carbon footprint than
that of synthetic materials.
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ABOUT THE INTERNATIONAL DOWN AND FEATHER BUREAU
Founded in 1953, the International Down and Feather Bureau (IDFB) is the global trade association of
the down and feather industry (processors of raw material and/or producers of finished articles, filled
with down and feathers), and of independent testing institutes for down and feather filling material
around the world.
IDFB members include national industry associations, as well as testing institutes. In countries where
there are no established national or regional associations, single companies can become members.

GOALS






Provide safety to consumers by providing clear, simple and easily understandable definitions;
Develop and promote International Standards for down/feather fillings (IDFB Standards contain
definitions and testing regulations);
Provide annual re-assessment of approved Testing Institutes to guarantee the maintenance of
International Standards;
Provide assurance: Annual check-up of the approved Testing Institutes to guarantee that the
same testing methods are in place worldwide;
Provide annual round robin assessment of independent testing institutes and other participating
laboratories guaranteeing worldwide maintenance of international test and quality standards.

CONTACT
The International Down and Feather Bureau
Josef Huter Strasse 31
6900 Bregenz, Austria
Tel. +43 5574 5232516
idfb@idfb.net
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TABLE 1

IDFB Certified Test Laboratories
Guangzhou Fibre Product Testing and Research Institute (GTT)
Industry Products Inspection Center of Jiangsu E-E Inspection and Quarantine Bur
Textile Industry Products Testing Center of Jiangsu E-E Inspection & Quarantine
Feather & Down Testing Lab of Shanghai Entry-Exit Inspection & Quarantine Bureau
Intertek Testing Services Hong Kong
Intertek Testing Services Guangzhou Ltd.
Intertek Testing Services Tianjin Ltd.
Intertek Testing Services Shanghai Ltd.
IDFL Asia
Down and Feather Testing Laboratory of Zhejiang CIQ
Inspection & Quarantine Technology Center of Anhui E-E Inspection Quarantine Bu
Intertek Testing Services Wuxi Ltd.
Sichuan Fiber Inspection Bureau
SGS-CSTC Standards Technical Services (Shanghai) Co.Ltd.
František Mašek – PEMA Laboratoř pro peří
Hohenstein Textile Testing Institute
CQA (T&C)
Japan Textile Products Quality and Technology Center QTEC Chubu Office
Kaken Test Center
Boken Quality Evaluation Institute
KOTITI Testing & Research Institute
Korea Apparel Testing & Research Institute
IDFL Europe
Lab. Für Federn, Stefek Slavomir
NAIF Technical Service Center
IDFL Taiwan
California Down and Feather Testing Lab (CDFTL)
IDFL International
TNHH KOTITI VIETNAM

Country
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
China
Czech Republic
Germany
India
Japan
Japan
Japan
Korea
Korea
Schweiz
Slovakia
Taiwan
Taiwan
USA
USA
Vietnam
Last updated: June 2016
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ADDENDUM 1

ADFC Member Certification on the Humane Treatment of Ducks and Geese

I, _______________________, certify that I am ______________________ of
(Name)

(Title)

___________________________ and am authorized to certify the following:
(Company)

__________________________

is a member in good standing of the

(Company)

American Down and Feather Council (ADFC), a section of the Home Fashion Products Association, a
voluntary association of manufacturers of natural-fill bedding products, as well as dealers, buyers,
sellers and processors of feathers and down for use in home fashion products.
The down and feathers that fill our comforters, pillows, featherbeds, and other products come from
ducks and geese that have been raised as food, not for their plumage. The down and feathers we use
are a by-product collected during the cleaning process after the animals have been euthanized for food
production.

_____________________________________ fully supports and encourages the humane treatment
(Company)

of animals, including the ducks and geese from which our down and feathers originate. We do not
condone illegal harvesting practices for down and feathers and we do not utilize feathers from animals
that have been harvested while alive.
We certify that our down and feathers have been collected by us and/or our suppliers from animals
after they have been euthanized to be consumed for food. We further certify that we are collecting
these feathers in accordance with industry standards and the law.

____________________________________________

Name/Title
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ADDENDUM 2
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