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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 0860/2012 by Gabriele Steinbach (German), with 3678 signatures, on 
the plucking of feathers from live geese

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner points out that in Poland and Hungary geese are plucked whilst alive – even 
outside the moulting period – for the supply of down and feathers, which causes the animals 
terrible pain and injury, and is an unacceptable form of animal cruelty. The petitioner 
therefore requests that immediate measures be implemented to stop this practice, and the 
marketing of down and feather products from geese which have been plucked whilst alive be 
prohibited.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 5 November 2012. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 30 January 2013

Directive 98/58/EC on the welfare of farm animals reflects the principles stated in the 
European Convention for the Protection of Animals kept for Farming Purposes. Article 3 of 
this Directive requires that "Member States shall make provision to ensure that the owners or 
keepers take all reasonable steps to ensure the welfare of animals under their care, and to 
ensure that those animals are not caused any unnecessary pain, suffering or injury".

The detailed applicable provisions of the Convention are specified in several 
Recommendations. Both the Convention and those Recommendations are part of Union law. 
The Recommendation on geese adopted in 1999 provides in paragraph 3 of Article 23 that 
"feathers, including down, shall not be plucked from live birds."
Given that the Union and the Member States are obliged to give effect to the provisions of 
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that Recommendation in the same way as they are for the Convention itself the practice of 
plucking feathers from live birds is prohibited in the EU, even though Directive 98/58/EC 
does not make explicit reference to it.

However, the Standing Committee of the Convention draws a distinction between plucking 
feathers, which is forbidden, and harvesting feathers which is allowed. Harvesting down 
feathers consists of removing feathers that are ripe due to the natural phenomenon of 
moulting.

Upon request from the Commission, the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)1 issued a 
scientific opinion on the practice of harvesting feathers from live geese for down production. 
The opinion concludes that removing feathers from live geese can be carried without causing 
pain, suffering or injury to the birds, if feathers are gathered. Gathering feathers from live 
geese is defined as removing feathers that are ripe due to the phenomenon of moulting and 
would never result in tissue damage. Plucking is the forcible removal of feathers that results 
in bleeding follicles and possibly other skin damage such as tears and bruising. The possibility 
that feathers are plucked cannot be excluded and it seems that at least minor suffering from 
pain and injuries is unavoidable under current commercial conditions. In addition, the opinion 
provides for several animal-based indicators that can be used by official inspectors and 
producers to monitor and minimise the potential negative impact of collecting feathers on live 
birds.

It appears that both Hungary and Poland have a long tradition of harvesting down feathers 
from live geese. It is Member States who are primarily responsible for the implementation of 
EU animal welfare legislation. In case of non-compliance, they have to take measures, and if 
necessary, sanctions against non-compliant operators so they correct the situation, as required 
by Articles 54 and 55 of Regulation (EC) No 882/2004 on official controls2.

At this stage, the Commission wants to concentrate its efforts on improving enforcement of 
the EU animal welfare legislation as stated in the EU strategy on the protection and welfare of 
animals 2012-2015. In this context, the Commission inspection services (Food and Veterinary 
Office) carry out on the spot audits on the implementation of the Recommendations of the 
Council of Europe on the welfare of farmed animals. An audit, carried out in Hungary in 
September 2011, examined the system of welfare controls in farms keeping geese including 
the aspects of feathers 'harvesting. The report and the action plan of the Hungarian competent 
authorities to address the recommendations made by the Commission are available at the 
following link: http://ec.europa.eu/food/fvo/rep_details_en.cfm?rep_id=2802.

Regarding marketing, as a general rule, products, including down, put on the EU market must 
comply with EU legislation. It is also important to note that according to the European down 
and feather association3, more that 98 % of down put on the market is coming from feathers 
collected from dead birds at slaughterhouses and it is very difficult once feathers have been 
processed to make the difference between a feather plucked from a live bird and a feather 
collected in slaughterhouses. The down and the food industry have started to put in place 

                                               
1 http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/pub/1886.htm.

2 OJ L 191, 28.5.2004, p.1.
3 http://www.edfa.eu/gb/efaq.htm.
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private schemes asking producers of geese to provide guarantees that they do not pluck 
feathers from live animals.

Conclusion

Plucking feathers from live geese for down production is forbidden in the EU. If such 
practices are still used in Poland and Hungary, the national authorities of these Member States 
are responsible for taking actions to prevent such non compliances. The Commission does not 
have evidence showing that there is a systematic practice of plucking feathers from live birds 
in both Poland and Hungary even though it is aware of isolated incidents. The Commission 
will continue to work with Member States to ensure that the EU welfare legislation 
concerning geese kept for farming purposes and feathers harvesting is implemented.


