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Introduction

The harvesting and marketing of eiderdown is carried out on a limited scale in only a few areas  
of the world. And yet this traditional activity is not without interest: in Iceland, it dates back nearly 
a thousand years1, while in Quebec, the activity is at least three centuries old. Indeed, the first 
French settlers, overwhelmed by the harshness of Canadian winters, negotiated the purchase of 
eiderdown2 from the Amerindians of the Lower North Shore; commercial harvest of the resource, 
however, only began in the mid-1950s. 

When viewed in strictly economic terms, eiderdown harvesting makes only a minor contribution 
to the national economy. It takes on its full meaning, however, when viewed in a broader context. 
The Société Duvetnor has introduced a method of harvesting down in the St. Lawrence estuary 
that established an extraordinary partnership between humans and eider: in exchange for this 
exclusive natural product with unrivalled characteristics, humans guarantee the protection of its 
nesting habitat. The benefits derived from the harvest have in fact led to the acquisition, protection 
and development of several choice eider nesting islands in the estuary. The Canadian Wildlife 
Service, which is responsible for the management of these habitats, also receives a considerable 
amount of scientific data vital for managing the species and its habitat, and at no cost to the agency.

This relationship confers upon eiderdown a powerful and symbolic value possessed by few other 
natural products.This not-for-profit method of harvesting a unique natural product could be 
exported to other regions where eiders are found. In this way it could focus public attention on 
the need to protect this remarkable animal species and generate funds that can be directed into 
concrete measures for the conservation and enhancement of the natural environment. However, 
we are fully aware of the fact that a poorly run harvest could have catastrophic impacts on eider 
populations; eiderdown harvesting can be a powerful management tool, but only if it is wielded 
carefully and wisely.

This document is divided into two parts: the first chapter examines in detail the characteristics  
of eiderdown and the bird itself. The second chapter describes the harvesting techniques that have 
been used to extract the resource without compromising the very existence of the species. These 
considerations apply mainly to the St. Lawrence estuary and gulf, but they could easily be adapted 
to other geographical regions where the introduction of an eiderdown harvest is deemed appropriate. 

Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures | Introduction





| 3

Table of Contents

Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures | Table of Contents

Introduction 1

Characteristics of Down 5

What is eiderdown? 5

Feathers or down: is there  
a difference? 6

Why is eiderdown so different? 7

The insulating power of down 7

Eiderdown’s unique properties 8

Does eiderdown harvesting adversely  
affect the species? 9

Who buys eiderdown? 9

Commercial eiderdown  
production worldwide 9

When is the best time to harvest  
eiderdown? 10

Where does the Common Eider live? 10

Is the Common Eider a protected species? 10

From nest to comforter 11

Eider nesting 11

How many nests for one  
kilogram of eiderdown? 12

From nest to comforter:  
why is eiderdown so expensive? 13

The future is in the nest 14

An ultra-soft nest 15

Nest shelters for wild ducks? 16

A rough start 17

The downside of site faithfulness 19

Companion species 19

A sound eiderdown harvest is possible 20

Harvesting Techniques 23

Administrative aspects 23

Getting ready 26

The best time for the harvest 29

On the nesting grounds 30

Sick birds 31

Example of field notes 36

The down is in the bag… what next? 37

Eiderdown cleaning 40

Conclusion 43

End Notes 45

Appendix 47





Characteristics of Down

| 5

What is eiderdown?
Wild ducks and geese are endowed with an extremely dense plumage that protects them from the 
icy waters in which they spend the better part of the year. During nesting, however, female eiders 
remove some of their feathers to expose the warm and vascularized skin of the brood patch to their 
eggs. This is essential to allow embryo development. Females also line their nests with the feathers 
and down plucked from their own bodies. In most wild duck and goose species, this mixture of 
feathers and down has little cohesion, mediocre insulating properties and no commercial value. 
There is one notable exception: the Common Eider (Somateria mollissima), a large duck that lives 
in the icy waters of the Northern Hemisphere. Its eiderdown is a remarkable natural insulator 
endowed with unique properties. 

The mixture of feathers and down typically found on the market has a quite different origin. It is 
obtained when the bird is killed, seven to eight weeks after hatching, in the case of ducks and after 
eight to nine months, in the case of geese. In both instances, processing the birds for meat, feathers, 
and down occurs as weight gain has reached a plateau and when the feather coat is not actively 
growing to make feather extraction easier. Besides being dead-plucked at slaughtering, however, 
geese can also be live-plucked several times during their lives. Fortunately, live-plucking is only  
tolerated in a few countries, including Hungary and Poland, and it enables farmers to hand-pluck 
goslings as many as four times between hatching and slaughtering for meat (eight to nine months 
later)3. Goslings destined for egg production will be live-plucked three or four times a year during 
their three-year lifespan4.

The quality of the down and feather mixture obtained from ducks (with the exception of eider 
ducks) is always of lesser quality than that obtained from geese. Down quality also increases with  
the age of the bird and peaks during the two or three last years  of its life, in the case of laying geese. 
Down from mature geese will be processed separately and fetch a higher market price. Only a small 
fraction of the global down trade is made of this top-quality white goose down and is marketed 
worldwide each year, most of it originating from Hungary, Poland and Canada5. In most other 
down-producing countries, top-quality down from mature egg-producing birds is not processed 
separately. In the case of the Common Eider, no one knows whether or not down quality improves 
with age, although it is a possibility.

The mixture of feathers and down harvested from ducks and geese as part of this commercial process  
is washed, disinfected and mechanically sorted into various categories: feathers and down from ducks, 
from young geese, from adult geese, white goose down, etc. The lower the feather component, the higher 
the quality, and the price. Nevertheless, the best-quality commercial white goose down available on 
the market will always contain some proportion (10 to 25% by weight) of feathers. Feathers are always 
less desirable because the rachis (see the box on page 6, Feathers or down: is there a difference?), the 
rigid shaft from which the barbs emanate, will inevitably pierce the casing and cause discomfort  
to the user. Feathers can also break down into debris with no insulating value. Whole feathers or 
feather fragments in the mixture can prevent the down from fully lofting to trap air and thus lower 
the insulating quality of the down.

Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures | Characteristics of Down
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Both feathers and down grow from follicles 
distributed in the skin of birds. However, 
while feathers have barbs rigorously organized 
on either side of a rigid shaft (the calamus  
or quill; see sketches A, B, D and E, right), 
down’s many soft barbs float freely from a 
stubby, button-like vestigial quill (sketch C).

Each barb supports large numbers of barbules 
protruding both rear and front; each barbule 
is equipped with smaller structures called 
barbicels, in the shape of hooks or prongs. 
This interlocking cross-attachment system 
confers cohesion and rigidity to feathers,  
two qualities essential to flight (B) and to 
protecting the bird’s body (E). Should this 
organization be temporarily disrupted, the 
bird can restore it by preening the feathers 
one by one. Some feather types (D) or  
feather parts (shorter shaft or aftershaft in 
the case of E) retain a fluffy, disorganized 
appearance because their barbules are 
devoid of hooks and prongs. This arrangement 
enhances insulation and helps the bird main-
tain a constant body temperature. 

Unlike feathers, down has no defined structure 
because hundreds of soft barbs are deployed 
in every direction from a central point. These 
intermeshed barbs trap air pockets that give 
down its insulating power. Entanglement of 
the soft barbs will also give cohesion to the 
down, a trait that reaches a peak in the case 
of eiderdown. Set a 100-g lump of eiderdown 
on a table and none of it will escape. Do the 
same with goose down and most will rapidly 
scatter widely throughout the room. All down 
owes its light weight and resistance to the 
constituent protein keratin. Nevertheless, 
after years of use, any commercial mixture  
of feathers and down will degrade due to the 
breakage of feather quills, leading to a drop 

in the insulating properties of the mixture. 
True eiderdown, which contains only down, 
is immune to such degradation.

In the bedding industry, white goose down  
is usually considered of superior quality to 
coloured down. Such considerations do not 
apply to eiderdown, whose dark colour has 
no bearing on quality. The colour of eiderdown 
varies slightly from brown to grey, depending 
on the region of origin. Thus, eiderdown from 
Sanikiluaq (Belcher Islands) and Akulivik 
(which comes from a Hudson Bay resident 
Common Eider race, Somateria mollissima 
sedentaria) is definitely of a paler shade of brown 
(with a high proportion of white or whitish 
down elements) than eiderdown from islands 
in Ungava Bay (borealis race) or from the 
St. Lawrence estuary (dresseri race); down 
from these two groups of birds has a lower 
proportion of whitish components and a 
greyer overall shade, in the latter case.

FEATHERS OR DOWN:  
IS THERE A DIFFERENCE?

Source: J. C. Welty and L. Baptista*

*  J. C. Welty and L. Baptista 1988. The Life of Birds, 
4th edition. W. B. Saunders.
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Comforters made from domestic ducks and geese contain a mixture of feathers and down in varying 
proportions. A mixture containing 50% of each component will be used in manufacturing upholstery 
or pillows and mattress toppers6. In the confection of quality garments and comforters, a mixture 
containing at least 75% down and 25% feathers is the norm. By Canadian regulations, this threshold 
of 75% down contents must be met if manufacturers want to designate their product as true down. 
It should be noted that even comforters and garments made of the best-quality goose down contain 
between 10 to 25% feathers.

Normally, down and feathers from ducks and geese are not mixed together commercially, but  
unscrupulous suppliers sometimes do so. Some also mix very small quantities of high-quality 
white goose down with poor-quality material so as to be able to attach a misleading product label. 
Others mix worthless chicken feathers with low-quality duck feathers. Fortunately, the Down 
Association of Canada regularly monitors the Canadian marketplace and sometimes intervenes  
to have such fraudulent products withdrawn from the shelves. It also distributes the Downmark 
trademark to association members who meet its established quality standards.

Large-scale commercial duck and goose down production is practised in China and a few Eastern 
European countries, with Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary being the top producers. In 
Western Canada, the Hutterites raise vast flocks of Embden geese and produce some of the finest 
white goose down on the market. The global market for commercial down is thousands of times 
larger than the market for true eiderdown, which amounts to only a few tonnes per year.

Why is eiderdown so different?
Eiderdown is distinguished by its total absence of feathers and by its source: the nests of wild,  
free-nesting birds. However, it is eiderdown’s unique properties, found in no other duck or goose 
down, that truly set it apart:

•  Extraordinary cohesion (sometimes called cling). In a garment or comforter, down that holds 
together at all times instead of clumping will fill the entire cell (box or cylinder depending 
upon manufacturing type) without leaving spaces through which body heat can escape.

•  Extraordinary elasticity or resilience. Eiderdown can be compressed over and over again,  
as happens with clothing or bedding, and still recover its initial shape and volume.

•  Lastly, eiderdown (but in that respect, the best white goose down as well) has a quality that no 
synthetic substitute can match: it breathes, letting body moisture escape; this is a clear advantage 
when used in outerwear and bedding  (see boxed text on page 8, Eiderdown’s unique properties).

The insulating power of down
The remarkable insulating properties of down derive from its light weight and its ability to lock  
in large volumes of air. As a rule, the lighter the down for a given volume, the greater its insulating 
value and its appeal in manufacturing top-of-the line products. This fill power is measured in 
standard laboratory conditions and expressed in units (cubic inches) that vary from 400 to 9007. 
True eiderdown has a relatively low fill power (values around 500 in3), while the best-quality  
commercial white goose down (from mature egg-laying females) reaches the highest values:  
800 in3 or more.

Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures | Characteristics of Down
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The rather low fill power of eiderdown is not the sign of lower quality it would be in the case  
of goose down: in fact, its exceptional cohesion and tremendous elasticity (see boxed text above, 
Eiderdown’s unique properties) make up for a somewhat lower fill power. Manufacturers can deliver 
true eiderdown comforters that have the same insulating properties as first-quality goose down but 
with only half the bulk. This relative thinness enhances dissipation of body moisture in bedding 
material and further increases overall comfort. 

Endowed with so many qualities, it is not surprising that eiderdown has for centuries been the nec 
plus ultra of all natural products used by humans to beat the cold. Obviously, the market price for 
eiderdown will be far above that of even the very best white goose down. It’s no wonder eiderdown 
is reserved for use in the high-end luxury garment and bedding sectors.

Characteristics of Down | Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures

EIDERDOWN’S UNIQUE PROPERTIES
The down of all birds creates 
an ultra-light thermal barrier 
by locking pockets of air in  
a complex network of inter-
twined soft feather barbs. 
True eiderdown, however,  
is the only down:

• that contains no feathers 
with rigid quills that are 
likely to 1) eventually pierce 
through the cotton or silk 
casing and create discom-
fort, 2) prevent down from 
expanding fully and 3) 
break up over time into 
fragments devoid of any 
insulating value;

• whose tremendous  
elasticity and resistance  
to repeated compression 
means it never loses its  
lofting capacity; 

• with a unique cohesiveness  
that prevents the creation 
of spaces in cylinders or 
baffle boxes of garments 
or comforters that lower 
insulating properties;

• that lets most body  
moisture escape, making it 
marvellously well adapted 
for traditional uses: high-
end bedding and clothing.

Furthermore, true eiderdown 
has durability unequalled  
by any other type of commer-
cial down and to which no 
synthetic material can even 
come close.

Composed of keratin, an inert 
protein, down and feathers 
are intrinsically hypoallergenic. 
However, through normal use, 
down products will become 
unavoidably contaminated 
with organic debris like skin 
cells. This debris penetrates 
the casing and becomes a 
choice substrate for minuscule 
arthropods (dust mites), 
which may induce allergic 
reactions. Appropriate care 
such as regular washing or 
dry cleaning will eliminate 
this problem. 

Low-quality imports that 
sometimes contain organic 
residues such as blood, skin 
fragments torn during plucking 
or dust from droppings or 
bedding material may also 
cause allergic reactions. Most 
Canadian manufacturers and 
distributors utilize a trademark 
that guarantees the quality 
of their products (see the 
Web site of the Down 
Association of Canada  
for further details8).
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Does eiderdown harvesting adversely affect the species?
The Common Eider is faring well in Iceland, where eiderdown has been harvested for nine centuries. 
In the St. Lawrence estuary, there has been a commercial harvest for at least five decades and the 
populations are holding up quite well. Of course, overall numbers fluctuate from year to year in 
the estuary, but recurring and devastating epizootics (especially fowl cholera), occasional invasions 
of nesting grounds by land predators, and mortality due to recreational hunting appear to be the 
source of such fluctuations. 

Nevertheless, eiderdown harvesting must be carried out in accordance with strict rules to ensure that 
it does not become an additional mortality factor for the species. The first goal of this document 
is to summarize these rules and procedures. 

Who buys eiderdown?
Eiderdown is marketed in a few Northern European countries where it is used mostly in comforters 
and luxury garments following a centuries-old tradition. In Germany, for instance, an authentic 
eiderdown comforter is a valuable possession; properly cared for, the eiderdown it contains will last 
for 50 years or more; as need be it can be periodically stuffed into a new casing with no lessening of 
its properties.

Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures | Characteristics of Down

COMMERCIAL EIDERDOWN PRODUCTION WORLDWIDE
Only one species of wild duck yields down 
that can be used commercially: the Common 
Eider. Yearly world production fluctuates 
between four and five tonnes (t). Iceland 
tops the short list of producers with approxi-
mately 3 t per year; Canada is next with 
about 1 t, while a handful of smaller producers 
round out the list: Finland, Norway, Greenland, 
Siberia (Russia). Some of the down harvested 
in one or more of these last four countries 
might be cleaned in Iceland and double-
recorded under Icelandic output. If this were 
the case, world eiderdown production would 
be closer to 4 t rather than 5 t. For the sake  
of comparison, Iceland’s eiderdown production 
as a whole reached a commercial market 
value of U.S.$2.2 million in 20039.  

A parent eider species, the King Eider 
(Somateria spectabilis), also yields down with 
some cohesiveness, but it nests in a widely 
dispersed manner across the vast continental 
arctic upland, making harvesting of its down 
all but impossible.
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Smaller quantities of eiderdown are also marketed in Asia, especially Japan and China, where  
a comforter filled with authentic eiderdown has become a powerful symbol of wealth (see boxed 
text on page 13, From nest to comforter: why is eiderdown so expensive?).  The lack of a long cultural 
tradition for this type of comforter and the high price of eiderdown explain the weak demand for 
this exclusive commodity in North America.

When is the best time to harvest eiderdown?
If down could be harvested after nesting were complete, there would be no need for strict harvesting 
protocols. Unfortunately, this is not realistic because as soon as the female leaves the nest with her 
brood, the down is blown away by the wind, scattered by inquisitive gulls looking for addled or 
abandoned eggs, degraded by rain and inextricably mixed up with plant debris, making it worth-
less. Furthermore, deferring the harvest till after nesting is impossible for another reason: by July, 
vegetation has overgrown the nesting grounds, making nest location difficult, if not impossible. 
There is really no other way: eiderdown must be harvested during the nesting season while the 
female is actively incubating her eggs.

Where does the Common Eider live?
The Common Eider is found in circumpolar coastal waters. It is much more abundant in the 
North Atlantic than in the Pacific Ocean. An estimated 250 000 pairs of Common Eiders nest in 
Iceland and similar numbers nest along border areas of Scandinavia. In North America, the eider 
is abundant along the Eastern Seaboard (mostly Maine, with an estimated 28 000 pairs), along 
the shores of the Canadian Atlantic Provinces (37 000 pairs), in Nunavut (100 000 pairs) and 
Nunavik (100 000 pairs). It is also found along Hudson Bay’s eastern shore and on the Belcher 
Islands (75 000 pairs). 

There are some 30-odd colonies of eider in the St. Lawrence estuary, some of which reach densities 
of as many as 1000 nests per hectare; the overall population numbered 32 000 pairs in 200110. The 
most upstream colony is found on the Battures aux Loups Marins, near Baie-Saint-Paul. The largest 
colony lives on Bicquette Island, a small wooded island covering a mere 9 ha just off Île du Bic,  
and it shelters more than 10 000 pairs. Lastly, there are an estimated 10 000 nesting pairs along  
the Lower North Shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence.

Is the Common Eider a protected species?
The Common Eider is not designated as a species at risk in eastern North America under the Species 
at Risk Act (SARA). It is hunted for sport by some and for food by Aboriginal hunters. Limited 
egg-gathering activities are also carried out by Amerindian and Inuit in some eider colonies along 
the Lower North Shore and in Nunavik and Nunavut. However, the commercial eiderdown harvest 
in Canada is currently carried out only in the St. Lawrence estuary as well as along the many small 
and large islands dotting the Nunavik coastline. A small-scale artisanal harvest also takes place  
on the Belcher Islands (Sanikiluaq), but no harvest whatsoever is conducted along the coastline  
of Maine or in the Atlantic Provinces of Canada.

Characteristics of Down | Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures
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The complex migratory patterns and different breeding ranges of the various populations of eider, 
and the jurisdictional tangle that ensues, impede the adoption of sound management policies  
for the species. In the hope of improving and coordinating the various types of exploitation, the 
Canadian Wildlife Service (Quebec Region), the Société de la faune et des parcs du Québec11, 
Ducks Unlimited Canada (Quebec Region) and Société Duvetnor Ltée have developed a management 
plan for the Common Eider of the St. Lawrence estuary and gulf. Created under the auspices  
of the Eastern Habitat Joint Venture (EHJV)12, the primary objective of the Québec Management  
Plan for the Common Eider is to ensure habitat protection and population growth to targeted  
levels of 40 000 pairs in the estuary and 20 000 pairs on the Lower North Shore. It is also aimed 
at ensuring the sustainability of all activities related to the eider while minimizing any adverse 
effects on the species.

From nest to comforter
A considerable number of eider nests must be available in any given area to make the harvest  
economically worthwhile, especially considering that a nest yields a paltry 7 g of down on average 
(see boxed text on page 12, How many nests for one kilogram of eiderdown?) and given the complex 
sequence of steps between nest and comforter. Between the down picker and the end consumer, 
there are several intermediaries and several processing steps involved, each of which requires 
expertise and special equipment (see boxed text on page 13, From nest to comforter: why is eiderdown 
so expensive?). Moreover, finding and training trustworthy staff for the harvest may prove difficult, 
while purchasing and maintaining cleaning equipment may turn out to be quite expensive. 
Prospective harvesters would be well advised to carefully assess whether or not the harvest will 
provide sufficient benefits to make up for the heavy expenditure. If not, the prospective picker 
should look into hooking up with an established organization owning or having access to the 
necessary cleaning equipment (see boxed text on page 40, Eiderdown cleaning).

For obvious reasons of hygiene, the cleaning process includes various washing, rinsing and sanitization 
loops. Hence, consumers need not worry about the presence of pathogens in cleaned eiderdown; even 
viruses like the dreaded bird flu14 (H5N1) are destroyed by the high heat (120°C) used at some point 
during the cleaning process. 

The quantity of eiderdown used in comforters varies depending on the size. Overall marketed 
dimensions vary slightly from one manufacturer to the other15 but the most common sizes are as 
follows: twin (170 x 210 cm), 700–800 g; double (200 x 210 cm), 825–900 g; queen (230 x 230 cm), 
900–1200 g; king (240 x 240 cm), 1150–1400 g.

Eider nesting
Common Eider females nest on coastal islands that are generally inaccessible to land predators 
like foxes, raccoons or skunks. Soon after her arrival, the female chooses a spot for her nest and 
devotes a few days to readying the site. Her mate remains at her side during egg laying, which 
occurs at the rate of one large, pale-olive coloured egg per day (see boxed text on page 14, The future 
is in the nest). She will lay between three and five eggs that she will gradually envelop with 
growing quantities of down pulled from her own belly. Continuous brooding begins only once the 
clutch is completed. Her mate will leave her to the task, joining other males in the same circums-
tances to journey toward the moulting grounds16.
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An average of 44 g (between 20 and 65 g)  
of raw down can be harvested from one 
eider nest. Though this variability is due  
to differences in water content, it mostly 
depends on the type of plant debris in the 
down13. The amount of cleaned eiderdown 
yielded on a nest-by-nest basis cannot  
be evaluated as the processing equipment 
operates best on large volumes of material. 
Another way of assessing yield per nest is  
to use the total weight of down harvested  
on a given island where the number of nests 
is known. This approach shows that one 
kilogram of raw down is needed to yield 
160 g of cleaned eiderdown (this 16% yield  
is typical of the St. Lawrence). An average  
of 23 nests is therefore needed to amass 1 kg 
of raw down. Put another way, an average 
St. Lawrence nest yields 7 g of cleaned down 
(160/23). This value applies solely to nests  
in which a single harvest is made. In practice, 
some 20% of all nests encountered yield no 
down at all. Therefore, the overall yield for 
any given colony or vast coastal area is closer 
to 6 g/nest. 

Substantially higher yields—12 to 15 g/nest—
are obtained in Iceland, but these figures result 
from combining the yields of two or even three 
successive harvests of the same nest. 

For the sake of comparison, a domestic goose 
yields close to 200 g of a mixture of feathers 
and down of commercial quality at slaughter. 
A goose used for egg production and live-plucked 
four times a year throughout its three-year 
lifespan will have produced almost 2 kg of 
down and feathers by the time it is slaughtered. 
The low yield of down from wild eiders and 
therefore the extreme rarity of this product 
compared to commercial mixtures of duck 
and goose feathers and down leave no 
doubt: eiderdown is in a class by itself.

HOW MANY NESTS FOR ONE KILOGRAM OF EIDERDOWN?
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Female eiders have rather eclectic tastes in nesting habitats, sometimes opting for open ground 
with little or no vegetation; most often, however, they favour grassy, shrubby or forested cover  
(see boxed text on page 15, An ultra-soft nest). Whatever the circumstances, females will attempt  
to conceal their nests under massive pieces of driftwood or rocky overhang, in thick vegetation  
or in a tangle of dead trees. The thicker cover reduces access to predators and increases hatching 
success. Whenever natural cover is lacking and the opportunity arises, females will be strongly 
attracted to artificial nest shelters (see boxed text on page 16, Nest shelters for wild ducks?).
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Eiderdown’s priciness is a 
reflection of its extreme rarity 
and low yield per nest. The fact 
that harvesting is prohibited 
in some countries such as 
Sweden further enhances the 
scarcity of this natural pro-
duct. If it takes 1000 g of 
eiderdown on average to make 
a comforter, the annual 
worldwide production of  
five tonnes would only be 
enough to manufacture 
5000 such items! 

The exceptional  characteristics 
of eiderdown that make it 
the nec plus ultra of natural 
insulators (light weight,  
elasticity and cling) play  
an additional role in setting 
the high price, as does the 
weight of a long, centuries-
old tradition in Northern 
European countries such  
as Germany, Austria  
and Poland.

Lastly, a long sequence of 
processing and trading steps 
involving many middle-persons 
also accounts for the high 
market price. Between each 
of the intermediaries below, 
a transaction of some sort 
takes place:

Down picker  
(nesting islands)

▼

First raw down buyer
▼

First processor (dry phase)
▼

First wholesaler
▼

Second processor  
(wet phase)

▼

Second wholesaler
▼

Manufacturer of  
down products

▼

Retailer
▼

End consumer

The high prices of eiderdown 
products offered for sale on 
the Web are thus hardly sur-
prising. Some retailers offer 
large (king size, 270 x 236 cm) 
comforters containing between 
1400 and 2000 g of down  
at prices varying from U.S. 
$4,500 to $10,50015. The 
same size comforter filled 
with the best white goose 
down would cost between 
U.S. $750 and $2,000. 

As for the eiderdown harvested 
in Eastern Canada, it is sold 
wholesale in Europe, for the 
most part. The wholesale 
price for eiderdown can be 
as much as $1,000/kg but 
demand varies from year to 
year and prices may fluctuate 
considerably.

FROM NEST TO COMFORTER:  
WHY IS EIDERDOWN SO EXPENSIVE?
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Alone on the nest, the female will stop feeding and depend entirely upon the fat stores laid down 
during the months leading up to laying. Throughout the four or five days of laying and 28 days  
of incubation, she will leave her nest several times a day only to drink on the shore or in a nearby 
pond. By the time of hatching, she will have lost some 40% of her body mass. Some females do 
not make it and abandon their nests when their fat stores are exhausted. 

Whenever she leaves the nest, the female carefully covers her clutch with down. Even when  
their nests are established close to the nests of marauding gulls—almost always the case in the 
St. Lawrence—female eiders manage to hatch their clutch, provided the site is not disturbed by 
human intruders. The situation is much different in the eider colonies of Nunavik and Nunavut, 
where gulls are nearly absent and therefore the level of predation is much lower. Here, rare intrusions 
by humans do not have the tragic consequences they do in the St. Lawrence. However, Ravens 
and Polar Bears may cause great damage locally.
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THE FUTURE IS IN THE NEST
In the St. Lawrence estuary, eider hens lay 
between three and five eggs, depending on 
the nesting environment. On open grounds 
with little or no vegetation or in grassy areas, 
the average number of eggs stands around 
3.4; underneath shrubs and on the forest 
floor in thick, coniferous forests, it varies 
between 3.7 and 4.0. In artificial nest shelters, 
the average clutch size is around 4.7 eggs! 
Such differences could be accounted for by 
the fact that females nesting in more open 
sites lose part of their clutch to predators; it 
is also possible that older, more experienced 
females select better-protected nesting spots 
and also lay a larger complement of eggs. 

Truly, the future of the population is right 
here. Each female has invested a great amount 
of energy in laying such an enormous egg 
mass; should the female lose these eggs to 
predators or be forced to abandon them 
because of a disturbance caused by human 
intruders, she would have to metabolize for 
the second time in a few weeks another clutch 
of 350 to 600 g (a newly laid egg weighs 
120 g on average). Furthermore, she would 
have only two to three weeks to lay this replace-
ment clutch, to ensure that the hatchlings 
have sufficient time to reach the fledging stage 
before the severe fall and winter weather set in. 
Bear in mind, too, that one necessary ingredient 
is missing, the male needed to fertilize the eggs 
having already left for the moulting grounds. 

Predation, intrusion, disease: any one of 
these can destroy a pair’s annual breeding 
effort, with no second chance.
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A few females are reluctant to abandon their nest when a human intruder comes near; when they 
do, they do so with great fanfare at the very last moment. This is especially the case once acoustic 
communication has developed between the female and her nearly ready-to-hatch embryos. The 
poorly coordinated or careless movement of eiderdown harvesters through a colony can startle 
females, causing them to leave their nests uncovered and thus making them easy prey to marauding 
Great Black-backed and Herring gulls, which are much less sensitive to human disturbance.

A more subtle consequence of human intrusion is the cooling of eggs in an exposed nest hurriedly 
abandoned. Should this intrusion occur during a cold spell and last for any length of time, the egg mass 
will lose heat. This heat loss will have to be made up by the female upon her return, at considerable 
metabolic expense. To do so, she will have to dig into already limited and precious body stores 
to bring back a mass of 300 to 600 g to her own body temperature before embryo development 
can resume (see boxed text on page 14, The future is in the nest). Even though disturbance of this 
kind does not necessarily lead to immediate destruction of the clutch, it may nevertheless lead  
to nesting failure.
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AN ULTRA-SOFT NEST
In the estuary and Gulf of St. Lawrence, eider 
nests are found on rolling grassy island tops, 
on barren, rocky islands or in  the undergrowth 
of coniferous forests. As already mentioned, 
the average clutch size varies between three 
and five eggs. However, eider nests often 
contain as many as ten eggs. It seems certain 
that a nest containing more than six eggs has 
been filled by more than one bird: two or 

three females can use the same nest bowl in 
succession, each laying an egg on successive 
days. When these females become broody, 
spending more and more time on the clutch, 
conflict is unavoidable. One of the birds will 
become dominant, chasing away any female 
claiming the right to tend the eggs, and hatching 
the oversized clutch all by herself after four 
long weeks.
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NEST SHELTERS FOR WILD DUCKS?
Eider females are strongly attracted to any 
ground feature—the least depression or vestigial 
vegetation—likely to offer some protection, 
especially on flat, unvaried terrain. For better 
or worse, a few Icelanders have successfully 
exploited this trait by distributing hundreds 
of old car tires on the coastal plain for  
nesting females. 

In the St. Lawrence estuary, artificial nest 
shelters have been introduced where high 
nesting densities coincided with an absence 
of natural plant cover (e.g. Blanche Island, 
the Islet aux Alouettes reef). Artificial nest 
shelters have also been used in Newfoundland 
and Labrador in an effort to induce females 
to re-colonize former nesting areas where 
populations had been eradicated. Whenever 
plant cover is lacking, nest shelters will be 

hotly coveted by eiders17; broods under nest 
shelters are safer from predation than broods 
in nearby unprotected sites. Yet, inexplicably, 
nests under shelters suffer a greater abandon-
ment rate than nests in open situations. 
Moreover, for some intriguing reason, eider-
down from nest shelters has less cohesion 
than down collected in open nests. Perhaps 
eiderdown requires some exposure to the  
elements to fully develop its characteristics? 
On Blanche Island in the St. Lawrence, 75% 
of the 450 shelters installed 20 years ago are 
still fully functional.
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When approached with appropriate care by down pickers, most nesting eider females will cover their 
clutch to reduce the risk of predation by gulls and the possibility of egg cooling, then quietly distance 
themselves. Dense plant cover also enables the hens to exit discreetly and return just as quickly when 
the intrusion is over. This is why down harvesters must cross the nesting grounds once, in a single 
direction and at a constant speed, to ensure that a female is not flushed from her nest two or three 
times in rapid succession, as is likely if harvesters move back and forth in a poorly coordinated manner. 

During the harvest, it is thus important to:

•  give the female ample time to detect the harvester’s approach and cover her clutch with down;

•  proceed briskly with the harvest so as to reduce to a minimum the duration of the disturbance;

•  ensure that the female is not spooked and above all not flushed from her nest more than once 
during the same harvesting episode.

In the early 1980s, eiders in the St. Lawrence estuary would begin nesting around the third week of 
April, while the first ducklings could be seen along the shore some time between May 25 and 28. 
Twenty-five years later, the first ducklings are being spotted as early as May 14 or 15. This earlier 
breeding could be a result of ongoing climatic changes.

A rough start
Eiders lay huge eggs (see boxed text on page 14, The future is in the nest) that give rise to remarkably 
robust ducklings. Newly hatched eider ducklings still carry substantial undigested yolk reserves in their 
body cavities that ensure their survival for at least 72 hours. These reserves will prove indispensable 
as females often lead their broods through perilous sea crossings covering dozens of kilometres en 
route to distant rearing grounds. 

Hatching is a critical phase in the breeding cycle. Ducklings from the same clutch hatch within  
a few hours of each other and, approximately 24 hours later, dried and alert, they follow the female 
toward the shore of the nesting island. Despite the care taken by the hen, her brood remains in 
constant danger from gulls with young of their own to feed, and that often execute concerted 
attacks on the ducklings as soon as they appear on the shore. It is estimated that even in the total 
absence of human disturbance, between 15 and 50% of all ducklings will fall prey to marauding 
gulls—always present in St. Lawrence eider nesting islands—within mere hours of hatching. On 
some of these islands, 90% of all ducklings will end up being eaten by gulls18 without ever reaching 
the rearing grounds. Clearly, the presence of human intruders at this critical stage—especially a 
team of down pickers—will only further exacerbate this mortality factor by flushing the females 
from their nests and sending distressed ducklings to a certain death. 

Given the extreme vulnerability of eider hatchlings to predation by gulls, down pickers must have 
knowledge of when this hatching period begins and time their harvesting operations accordingly, 
before this critical hatching phase reaches its peak.
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Continuous attacks by gulls and the tendency of eider females to come together to protect their 
young against predators can lead to ducklings becoming inextricably mixed up into groups known 
as crèches. Within these artificial groups certain more dominant females will gradually push the more 
subordinate females to the periphery or expel them altogether from the crèche. In some extreme 
cases one or two particularly dominant females can find themselves leading crèches of 20, 30 or 
even 50 ducklings, only a few of which are their own. Towards the end of the breeding season,  
less than 15% of all females of breeding age are accompanied by ducklings as a result of heavy  
predation and hierarchical organization among females in the crèche system.

Those ducklings that do manage to reach the coastal rearing grounds still need another 12 to 14 weeks 
to reach adult size and flight capabilities. The threats and dangers, however, are still present. Broods 
and crèches remain sensitive to disturbance and dispersal, especially during their first weeks of life, 
until the group has developed a good sense of cohesiveness and the ducklings themselves can respond 
appropriately to the threats of predators. The dislocation of a brood or crèche, whether intentional 
or accidental (e.g. a passing boat), will have an impact on duckling survival by intensifying predation 
by ever-present gulls, even in the rearing grounds.  

Research conducted in the Bay of Fundy, New Brunswick, shows that harsh weather conditions 
during the first few weeks of life can also reduce duckling survival rates. Prolonged cold rains and 
the heavy surf caused by strong winds prevent the birds from feeding on their usual prey of small 
molluscs and crustaceans19. 

Characteristics of Down | Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures

Jean-Marie Villeneuve, Le Soleil



| 19

Overall, between 5 and 20% of all eggs laid will give rise to fledglings in September or October. 
This extremely low survival rate is counterbalanced by the rather high longevity of adults. Leg-banded 
females have been recaptured alive 20 years after banding and average adult life is estimated to last 
about ten years. The average annual survival rate of females of breeding age has been estimated at 
81–90% in the various populations across Eastern North America. Most females begin laying eggs 
during their third year of life and will continue to do so every year until they reach eight to ten 
years old. In some European eider duck populations, however, a certain proportion of breeding 
females are thought to skip a year here and there. Overall, the Common Eider is characterized by 
a fairly low breeding potential, a trait shared with many other sea ducks living in boreal waters20.

The downside of site faithfulness
Females tend to return to the same nesting island year after year—often to within a few metres  
of a nesting site used in previous years—with sometimes unexpected consequences. If the nesting 
island has been invaded by land predators (which cross during the winter months on ice bridges 
or drift in on ice floes) or if human intrusions have become frequent and regular, the female will 
not react in the best interests of survival—that is, shift to an adjacent island where conditions are 
more favourable. Instead, unable to adapt, the eider hen will stay put and lay her eggs in a familiar 
setting, only to have them systematically removed by the predators. She herself will be killed or 
forced to abandon her clutch if the human intrusions become intolerable. 

In summary, then, Common Eider females have no evolved behaviour to protect themselves and 
their broods from animal or human intruders. Where such mortality factors are present in the 
eider’s nesting habitat, breeding potential will rapidly collapse and population declines will follow.

Companion species
Most islands suitable for nesting Common Eiders are also good nesting habitats for other colonial 
species such as cormorants, gulls, Black-crowned Night Herons, Razorbills, Common Murres, 
Horned Puffins, Atlantic Puffins, terns, Black-legged Kittiwakes, etc. The eiderdown picker must 
know and understand the nesting requirements of these companion species because many of them 
are just as vulnerable to human disturbance as the eiders themselves. Some of these companion 
species could also be rare or listed on the Canadian Species at Risk Act or SARA; such is the case 
for the Roseate Tern (Sterna dougalli) and the Piping Plover (Charadrius melodus). 

In addition, large seal rookeries are often located on these island shores or their surrounding reefs. Some 
of these animals may themselves be considered vulnerable and should be the subject of special concern.

Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures | Characteristics of Down
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A sound eiderdown harvest is possible
In the Province of Quebec, two not-for-profit agencies have demonstrated that a well-run eiderdown 
harvest can benefit both humans and birds. The Société Duvetnor Ltée and the Société protectrice 
des eiders de l’estuaire have held the permits to harvest eiderdown in the St. Lawrence estuary for 
the past three decades. Both companies re-invest all the net annual proceeds (which vary from 
$50,000 to $100,000) into protecting and enhancing nesting grounds for the Common Eider. 
Considering the paltry sums that most government agencies devote to monitoring and managing 
seabird colonies, such a direct contribution is extraordinary. In the case of Duvetnor, the yearly 
harvests on 20-odd public and private islands throughout the estuary have led to the collection of 
a vast series of observations and scientific data that the responsible agency, the Canadian Wildlife 
Service, would have been unable to acquire without tremendous logistical organization and enormous 
expense. Detailed information on the breeding season, the incidence and spread of disease, indicators 
of breeding success, changes in nesting habitat, changes in the demographics of companion species 
having a direct (e.g. avian predators like gulls) or indirect (species like the Muskrat, the Double-crested 
Cormorant or even the spruce budworm, which can disrupt the useful plant cover) impact on the 
Common Eider, the occurrence and range of land predators, signs of any harmful intrusions by 
humans, and various biological parameters (clutch size, body mass of ducklings at hatching, etc.).

By their continuous presence in the nesting range, the two permit holders keep human intruders 
at bay, take direct action, as appropriate, in detecting and removing animal predators, in controlling 
invasive plant species, in restoring natural plant cover through plantation (coniferous trees, wild 
rose bush, black currant bush), by installing artificial nest shelters, draining freshwater pools that 
foster the development and propagation of epizootics, reforesting degraded sites, etc. On Blanche 
Island and Islet-aux-Alouettes, some 650 nest boxes have been installed to make up for the total 
absence of plant cover. Monitoring their use by the eiders for more than 20 years has enabled 
Duvetnor’s biologists to obtain original scientific information on the behaviour of the species 
while also confirming the usefulness of this management technique. 

Provided it is meticulously run by permit holders and closely supervised by the responsible wildlife 
agency, eiderdown harvesting can be an exceptional management tool; eiderdown collectors them-
selves can also be valuable partners rather than commercial operators interested solely in financial 
gain. At the present time, the Canadian Wildlife Service issues only two eiderdown harvesting 
permits in the St. Lawrence estuary; none are issued for the Gulf of St. Lawrence.
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In Nunavik, the eiderdown harvest is an important economic activity that is currently being 
coordinated by the Fédération des coopératives du Nouveau-Québec (FCNQ). On average, 3500 kg 
of raw eiderdown is harvested yearly by an undetermined number of collectors and sold to the 
cooperative stores in the 13 Nunavik communities scattered along the coastline of Hudson and 
Ungava bays; once cleaned, this down is sold on the Canadian and European markets. Eiderdown 
harvesting is a traditional activity with a long history in Nunavik, and the techniques for performing 
it are set out in a number of publications available in both English and Inuktitut21. There is no 
structured harvest in Nunavut at the present time, although small quantities of Nunavut down do 
make their way to Nunavik, where they are included in the harvest figures of the FCNQ network 
stores. A noteworthy exception is the Sanniit Cooperative Ltd. of Sanikiluaq (Belcher Islands), 
where small quantities of eiderdown are used in a local handicraft operation. 

The Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna or CAFF, an international program of which Canada 
is a member, openly supports “the development of sustainable egg and down collection programs,” 
particularly if they benefit the economies of local communities. One is hard-pressed to find any 
form of harvest of a natural product more in tune with this notion of sustainable development.
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Administrative aspects

Regulations
The Common Eider has been a protected species under the Migratory Birds Convention Act  
(last revised in 1994) since 1916; permits to collect, possess, sell or transport eiderdown are issued 
under the Migratory Birds Regulations (32(1) C.R.C., c.1035) derived from the above law. The 
task of enforcing the act falls to Environment Canada’s Enforcement Division, in cooperation 
with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Following a federal-provincial agreement, in Quebec, 
this task is also the responsibility of provincial wildlife conservation officers.

All those wishing to collect eiderdown must have in their possession:

1  A permit granting access to Common Eider nesting areas,

2  A federal eiderdown harvesting permit issued by the Canadian Wildlife Service.

Access to the Common Eider nesting grounds
In all cases, a permit is required to access the coastal islands of the estuary and Gulf of St. Lawrence, 
with the exception of those islands that are provincial crown land, where anyone may disembark 
without a permit (Loi sur les terres du domaine de l’État, Québec). Only a handful of the multitude 
of islands, reefs and islets located between Montmagny and Saint-Anne-des-Monts are public 
lands, while there are many hundreds on the North Shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. All other 
islands, without exception, have some type of status that restricts access to those individuals having 
one and, in some cases, two written authorizations (see Table 1). Furthermore, depending on their 
status, some of them may also be subject to specific regulation; this is the case for provincially 
designated refuges de la faune (wildlife santuaries) and federal National Park Reserves. Down collectors 
must be familiar and comply with all applicable regulations.

The Civil Code of Québec protects private land ownership integrally and prohibits trespassing on 
private property (sections 947 and 953). Section 920 of the Code further prohibits anyone traveling 
by water to land on a given shore without the owner’s written consent22. 

The process of obtaining the appropriate authorization for an activity on federally owned or 
administered land is a lengthy one. Under the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act (1992, 
c.37), the Canadian Wildlife Service has the legal obligation to assess, or to have assessed, the 
impact of the activity upon the resource. This is known as a class screening. Any request for an 
eiderdown harvest permit for use in whole or in part on federal lands should be made at least  
two months before the activity is scheduled to begin.
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Eiderdown permits
Section 32 of the Migratory Birds Regulations states that anyone wishing to collect, possess, sell or 
transport eiderdown must have a permit issued by the Minister. The cost of the permit is $10 (2007) 
and it is issued conditional to applicants showing that they have received written authorization 
from the owner or administrator of all lands on which they intend to harvest eiderdown. Permits 
are granted only to individuals. They are valid for one calendar year and only on those localities 
specified on the permit. The permit holder is further obliged to file a written report listing all 
islands visited, the dates on which the visits were made, the number of nests found, the quantity 
of down harvested, etc. before the permit expires (normally December 31 of the current year).

[Persons holding an eiderdown permit]... shall leave sufficient eiderdown in each nest from which [they] 
collect it to protect eggs from predators or environmental chilling. [subsection 32(3)]. Regardless, the 
minimal requirements of the current permit are inadequate for the Canadian Wildlife Service to 
exercise sound management of the resource. That is why the Enforcement Division of Environment 
Canada also expects eiderdown permit holders to: acquire appropriate training, adhere strictly to 
the harvesting protocols outlined in this brochure and, submit technical reports at year’s end that 
are much more precise and detailed than those required pursuant to the regulations.

Status First Nations people may not need a permit to harvest eiderdown23. However, authorization 
to access different lands remains essential under all circumstances. The Conservation Branch of 
the Canadian Wildlife Service of Environment Canada can provide more information on a case-by-
case basis. 



Eiderdown: Characteristics and Harvesting Procedures | Harvesting Techniques

| 25

Table 1. |  Summary of Regulatory Requirements for Accessing Common Eider Nesting Grounds 
in the St. Lawrence Estuary and Gulf

LAND TENURE PROTECTIVE STATUS EXAMPLES

ACCESS AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED

From land 
owner

From agency 
responsible  
for status

None

Crown land / Quebec None
Grand Caouis,  
Îlot du Chasseur, etc. ¸

Crown land / Quebec
Wildlife refuge  
(provincial)

Île Laval,  
Islet aux Alouettes ¸

Crown land / Ottawa None Île aux Œufs ¸

Crown land / Ottawa
Migratory Bird Sanctuary 
(MBS)

Île du Corossol,  
Îles Sainte-Marie, etc. ¸ ¸

Crown land / Ottawa

National Wildlife Area 
(NWA), National Park of 
Canada or National Park 
Reserve of Canada

Île aux Fraises,  
Île Providence (Kamouraska), 
islands within the Mingan 
Archipelago National  
Park Reserve

¸ ¸

Crown land / Ottawa and 
Crown land / Quebec

Mixed (federal-provincial) 
jurisdiction

Some islands within the  
perimeter of the Saguenay– 
St. Lawrence Marine Park

¸ ¸

Private None

Pot à l’Eau-de-Vie,  
Batture aux Loups Marins,  
Les Pèlerins archipelago, 
Ragueneau archipelago, etc.

¸

Private / Crown land / 
Ottawa

Migratory Bird Sanctuary  
on private land

Les Razades islands ¸ ¸

Île aux Lièvres
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Getting ready

Be well prepared before you leave for the islands

Putting a crew together
Eiderdown harvesting is demanding and at times exhausting. Barring few exceptions, it should  
be carried out by adult participants possessing good physical resistance and two essential qualities: 
patience and attention to detail.

The number of participants needed depends on the area to be covered so as to minimize disturbance 
and work as swiftly as possible. For instance, harvest in a large, 5000-nest eider colony will take 
an experienced crew of at least eight pickers between eight and 12 hours of uninterrupted work, 
depending on the type of terrain, topography, nest density and island size. In such a large colony, 
it may even be necessary to carry out the harvest in phases over a few successive days, taking great 
care to avoid overlaps between areas covered on different days.

An experienced collector will harvest about 100 nests per hour on fairly regular terrain and 
between 50 and 75 nests per hour on steep terrain or in thick forest undercover.

When operating in large colonies (> 1000 nests), one crew member should be dedicated to recording 
data on the pre-printed forms, to speed up operations, and increase the accuracy and precision of 
the data gathered. A recorder is useful even in smaller colonies (< 100 nests), especially if gathering 
information on nesting habitat conditions and on companion species that may be nesting along 
the periphery of the eider nesting grounds.

Assembling the material
The following material is needed:

•  The strongest possible jute bags; one bag for 150–175 nests;

•  Hand-tally counters of the type used by joggers to keep a tally of runs on indoor turf; when 
keeping a count of companion species as well, you should have one tally counter for each species;

•  Transport tags to identify bags (island of origin, date, etc.);

•  Several lead pencils; no pens as ink could fade or smear in wet weather;

•  Field notebooks or pre-printed data forms on a clipboard and scale drawings or photocopies 
of topographic maps at a convenient scale;

•  Plastic garbage bags to carry dead birds, as appropriate (see below);

•  Ultra-strong plastic garbage bags in which to place jute bags to keep the down dry during  
the return trip;

•  Flagging tape (at least two colours) to mark the boundaries of the harvest corridors (see below), 
to mark phenomena of interest to be examined at the end of the season, indicate the location 
of nests of rare or unexpected species, etc.;
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•  Each collector should carry a backpack large enough to hold spare jute bags, drinking water 
and high-energy food (chocolate, nuts, etc.);

•  A few individuals may be extremely sensitive to the fleas that are ever-present in the down, 
with violent allergic responses in some. Spraying low-toxicity pesticides on shoes and pant 
bottoms at the outset can be very useful to keep fleas at bay, and soothing creams or lotions 
(calamine) are also good to have on hand;

•  Collectors should carry liquid disinfectant (62% ethyl alcohol) and use it frequently, especially 
before eating and at the end of the day.

When planning field operations, one needs to estimate both travel and harvest time carefully, 
making sure that harvest coincides with the warmest part of the day. With few exceptions, work 
should not begin before 8 a.m. to allow the air temperature to rise and dew deposited overnight 
on vegetation to evaporate. 

Scale drawings of each nesting island are very useful. Topographic maps at a scale of 1:20 000 can 
be enlarged to an appropriate size and have the advantage of showing land contours. These drawings 
are not only useful during the planning stage but also when it comes to recording data on plant 
cover and nest distribution. In the off-season, it may be useful to set up a grid on the nesting 
islands using permanent numbered stakes to determine long-term changes in eider distribution  
by habitat type. 

Assembling a good crew
The turnover rate in eiderdown harvesting crews is rather high from year to year and new recruits 
are always being trained. Rather than deferring training of new members until the beginning of  
the harvest, it is best to do it ahead of time, on a suitable reef or island with only a few eider nests. 
Trainees will then have a chance to understand differences among various nest types (see below),  
see how and how much down is removed from various nest types, how the latter are covered and re-
shaped afterwards, how notes are taken, how progression in the harvest corridor is maintained, etc.

Planning boat transportation, island approach and landing
Whenever possible, the crew should be taken to the nesting grounds by a contracted boat operator 
and should land in one or two tender boats. The return trip is either prearranged or scheduled by 
radio contact between crew and carrier. It may also be possible to anchor the boat or moor it on a 
previously installed semi-permanent mooring. Often, harvesting conditions are perfect while safe 
crossing and landing on the nesting islands is not. Prearranged transportation and careful planning 
could turn an unfavourable weather season into a fruitful one. 
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Controlling boat approach to the island—especially if it is a small boat—is very important. A slow 
approach will give nesting females ample time to cover their nests with down and to leave the area 
discreetly; the 15–20 minutes devoted to these slow and smooth manoeuvres will pay off in reducing 
the number of exposed nests destroyed by gulls or spoiled by the droppings of startled females 
hurrying away from their clutch.

The boat’s landing point should be selected to allow the crew to land, carry out the harvest and 
leave without ever crossing the same part of the nesting area twice. Ideally, this landing site 
should be well protected from heavy surf and breaking waves so as to remain functional in the 
event of a sudden deterioration of sea conditions.

Determining a start date for the harvest 
Daily visits around the nesting islands, beginning around May 10 each year, will enable the crew 
to pinpoint the start of the hatching period by the presence of the first broods in the inshore waters. 
In the Rivière-du-Loup area, these (early morning) visits will generally reveal the presence of 
ducklings during the third week of May. This will, in turn, signal the beginning of the harvest, 
which must take place approximately one week later (after May 21). It is very important for  
the harvest to take place during the beginning of the hatching period (see boxed text on page 29,  
The best time for the harvest).

Recording signs of disease
Epizootics—in the St. Lawrence, this refers mainly to fowl cholera, a disease caused by fast-spreading 
bacteria Pasteurella multocida—constitute a major mortality factor in Common Eider. Any information 
on the occurrence and distribution of the disease may one day be vital to understanding the causes 
and conditions leading to outbreaks. Thus, it is important to have in place, long before the beginning 
of the harvest, an agreement with a laboratory equipped to accept and analyse any dead eiders 
collected during harvesting operations. Instructions on preserving and shipping of suspicious 
biological material should be spelled out well in advance with the lab personnel if the material is 
to be put to the best possible use and to yield any useable information (see boxed text on page 31, 
Sick birds). In the event that significant numbers of dead birds are encountered in a colony, it is 
essential to collect a representative number of fresh carcasses and to freeze them as soon as possible 
at the end of the day. In such cases, it is also important to disinfect footwear and any other material 
that has been in contact with diseased or dead birds before moving onto other colonies, in order not 
to spread the disease. Rinsing generously with a chlorinated water solution (4:1) should suffice. 

Heading out
The onset and the conduct of the harvest are largely determined by weather conditions. As a rule, 
no harvest should take place whenever air temperature falls below 7 or 8°C; no harvest whatsoever 
should take place when it rains, regardless of air temperature. No harvest should be undertaken 
when rain is forecast, unless absolutely certain that the entire operation can be completed before  
it begins to rain; otherwise, the harvest will have to be conducted in two or more separate episodes, 
which doubles or triples intruder impact upon clutch mortality by predation.
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THE BEST TIME FOR THE HARVEST
The beginning of the harvest should coincide 
with the start of the hatching period. In the  
St. Lawrence estuary, the harvest period can 
begin around May 20 and last no later than 
June 3 (coloured area in the graph below). 
Beyond June 3–5, harvest activities will be  
harmful because the number of nests hatching 
daily and the number of ducklings present in the 
colony are growing rapidly. Movements of down 
collectors at such a time will force females to 
momentarily abandon their hatched or hatching 
clutch; on islands inhabited by large numbers  
of gulls, these ducklings do not stand a chance. 
Another good reason for not prolonging the 
harvest beyond this time window is that plant 
growth is maximal at that time, which renders 
nest detection increasingly difficult. A harvest 
within this time frame represents the ideal  
compromise between the number of harvestable 
nests and the need to diminish negative impacts 
on the females and their clutches. The curves 
below may help clarify the situation. 

A harvest on May 20 in a hypothetical colony 
containing 3000 nests would allow harvest in 
approximately 1980 nests (63% of the island 
population) because the remainder have not yet 
begun laying. On that early date, however, less 
than 3% of the 1980 nests would have already 
hatched or would be in the process of hatching. 
Were the harvest to be carried out near June 3, 
the total number of nests present would be 

close to 2800 (93%) but 12% of them would 
have already hatched or would be hatching. The 
graph below shows that the number of hatched 
or hatching nests is 15% lower than the total 
number of nests, taking account of mortality 
(predation, abandonment, etc.). In fact, though, 
the collectors would not be harvesting in all 
2800 nests because a proportion  of them 
would have been hatched for sometimes eight 
or ten days already, while the quantity of down 
that is harvestable from nests that have been 
exposed to the elements for three, five or ten 
days is generally nil. Clearly, the ideal balance 
between eiderdown yield and duckling protec-
tion is maximized during the time shown in the 
orange-shaded area of the graph. Nevertheless, 
despite all these precautions, the eiderdown har-
vest will lead to a certain percentage of nest and 
brood losses. This negative impact, thought to 
affect less than 5% of nests, is believed to have 
little or no demographic consequence. Empirical 
observations and modeling have shown that 
between 80 and 95% of all ducklings hatched in 
a given year will never reach the fledgling stage 
as a result of heavy predation losses suffered 
both soon after hatching and during early 
rearing. Furthermore, as the benefits drawn 
from the harvest are invested in concrete measues 
that reduce damaging intrusions into colonies 
and lead to better population management, the 
losses incurred are considered acceptable.
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Harvesting should be delayed following rain to give the down a chance to dry. There is no set rule 
as to how long this drying period should be since this will depend as much upon the amount of 
rain as upon the drying conditions that prevail afterwards and the type of plant cover around the 
nest. When it rains, the female manages to keep both the clutch and the surrounding down dry. 
Should the rain be particularly prolonged and violent, however, eiderdown at the periphery of the 
nest will unavoidably become wet as it is in contact with the surrounding soil and vegetation; the 
female will attempt to keep her nest reasonably dry by continuously picking dry down from the centre 
of the nest to replace the damp down along the sides; the latter will gradually be pushed toward 
the bottom of the nest where it will make up a compacted and useless mat of down and debris. 
Some years, strong and prolonged rains may even wipe out all possibility of a harvest, especially in 
colonies established on exposed terrain. 

Members of harvesting teams must be disciplined, wear dark clothes, move about smoothly and 
avoid yelling or erratic movements. Obviously, under no circumstances should domestic animals 
be brought to eider colonies. 

To reduce the harvest time and keep disturbance to a minimum, pickers must forgo lengthy discussions 
about procedures, lunch breaks and rest periods until after leaving the island.

On the nesting grounds

Nest types and nest condition
The eiderdown collector must be able to recognize and record eider nests according to one or the 
other of the following categories:

The categories designate both nest condition at the time of the visit and whether or not harvest 
was possible. Further details on each one of these categories can be found in Table 2.

1 Being incubated, harvested

2  Being incubated, not harvested

3 Hatching, harvested

4 Hatching, not harvested

5 Hatched, harvested

6 Hatched, not harvested

7 Gull predated, harvested

8  Gull predated, not harvested

9 Abandoned, harvested

10 Abandoned, not harvested

11  No down
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SICK BIRDS
Disease can strike all wild animals at any time, 
and the Common Eider is not exempt. In the 
eider’s case, the most prevalent disease is 
undoubtedly fowl cholera. Caused by the 
bacteria Pasteurella multocida, this disease  
can spread at lightning speed throughout  
a population. Eider colonies numbering  
hundreds or even thousands of nests can  
be decimated in a few hours. Epizootics 
seem to be most prevalent at the mid-point 
of the nesting season, when the number of 
males is vastly diminished. As a result, males 
are much less vulnerable than females to this 
disease. Bacteriological tests reveal that 
some individuals are passive carriers in most, 
if not all, eider populations. So far, sudden 
outbreaks of the disease with deadly clinical 
impacts have not been related to specific 
environmental conditions.

Some eider colonies were long thought to be 
more susceptible to the disease than others, 
though why this was so remained a mystery. 
Things changed when, in 2001, an outbreak 
of fowl cholera in the St. Lawrence reached 
parts of the estuary where it had never been 

encountered and proved this interpretation 
wrong. Fowl cholera also spread recently to 
Nunavik and Nunavut; it had always been 
thought that extreme weather conditions in 
these arctic and subarctic parts of the range 
would hinder the spread of the disease. The 
discovery in 2004 and 2005 of several outbreaks 
around the Ungava Peninsula and Southampton 
Island showed this hypothesis to be incorrect24. 
Pasteurella is killed in hours or days when 
exposed directly to the sun’s ultraviolet rays. 
It is also killed during the down cleaning  
process, which includes a high-temperature 
(120°C) sterilization loop that eliminates 
any possibility of it being carried to the  
end consumer. 

In Quebec, the only laboratory that will  
analyse samples from carcasses of eiders  
suspected of having died from exposure  
to Pasteurella multocida is at the Veterinary 
School of Université de Montréal in Saint-
Hyacinthe. The bacteria cause typical tissue 
damage that can be detected provided the 
material has been properly collected and  
preserved.
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Table 2. | Nest Categories and Their Characteristics 

CATEGORY CODE DESCRIPTION EXPLANATIONS

Being incubated,  
harvested

IH The warm eggs may or may not have been covered 
by the departing female, the eggs are not pipped 
and the nest is accessible to the collector.

The most common type, generally representing 
80% of all nests found.

Being incubated,  
not harvested

INH The nest is obviously being incubated but it is inacces-
sible (in a deep crack, on a ledge, etc.) or contains 
spoiled or poor-quality down not worth picking.

Recording these nests is important to maintain 
a complete tally of the population.

Hatching, harvested HH There is at least one pipped (fractures or holes at 
the blunt end) egg in the clutch.

A small quantity of down can be harvested 
when the nest contains only pipped eggs, 
when the down is very abundant and when  
the nest left uncovered by the departing female 
needs to be re-organized and covered.

Hatching, not harvested HNH There is at least one pipped (fractures or holes  
at the blunt end) egg in the clutch.

No down is collected when the nest contains 
one or more ducklings. Most of the time, the 
ducklings should be covered with down and 
gently patted to comfort them and to keep 
them from leaving the nest. The picker leaves 
without delay. 

Hatched, harvested HdH Hatching has taken place as indicated by the  
presence of membranes and shell fragments in the 
down. Often, however, the nest contents and the 
membranes have been dispersed by prospecting 
gulls and are not found; it is sometimes hard to 
distinguish a hatched nest from a predated nest.

The proportion of hatched nests in the total 
nest count will reveal the stage of the breeding 
season. All useable down is harvested.

Hatched, not harvested HdN Hatching has taken place as indicated by the  
presence of membranes and shell fragments in the 
down. Often, however, the nest contents and the 
membranes have been dispersed by prospecting 
gulls and are not found; it is sometimes hard to 
distinguish a hatched nest from a predated nest.

When hatching has occurred several days  
previously, the down has been dispersed by 
wind, rain or gulls and cannot be salvaged.

Gull predated, harvested PH At least one egg in the clutch (found in or alongside 
the nest) has been pierced by gulls. 

Down not soiled with egg contents is collected; 
where at least one egg remains intact, a nest is 
carefully reconstructed around it and any shell 
fragments discarded at a distance, and the egg 
covered up.

Gull predated,  
not harvested

PNH At least one egg in the clutch (found in or alongside 
the nest) has been pierced by gulls. 

The down is too soiled with egg contents or 
too widely dispersed by gulls to be recovered.

Abandoned, harvested AH The eggs are cold and soil, down or other debris 
adhere to the shell (viable eggs are also cold but 
smooth and clean).

All the recoverable down is collected.

Abandoned, not harvested ANH The eggs are cold and soil, down or other debris 
adhere to the shell (viable eggs are also cold but 
smooth and clean).

There is no recoverable down left in the nest  
or whatever is left has been degraded by the 
weather.

No down ND A small number of nests contain a very small quan-
tity of down or none at all; these could be nests in 
the laying process (cold but smooth) but normally 
incubated nests or even hatching nests without any 
down at all are sometimes found.

Nests with no down in them have priority  
over all other categories. When it contains  
a very small quantity of down, a nest with 
warm eggs will be recorded in the INH class 
(being incubated, not harvested).
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Sweeping through the colony
The harvest is carried out as follows: collectors move forward at the same pace along a front while 
maintaining contact (visual or acoustic) at all times. Participants advance from side to side within 
an imaginary corridor of varying width, depending on plant cover and type, terrain and nest density. 
A 10- to 20-m-wide lane is appropriate in most instances. From time to time, collectors in adjacent 
lanes may consult to make sure that every part of the nesting ground is covered with as little overlap 
as possible; as need be, collectors in adjacent lanes may use flagging tape to determine the boundary 
of their adjacent corridors. 

At times, terrain, island size and the number of participants in the crew are such that it is impossible 
to cover the entire nesting area in one sweep along parallel lanes. In such cases, two or three bands of 
parallel lanes are needed. The bands are covered in alternate directions, as suggested in the drawing 
above. If flag tape has been used to mark the corridors, it is removed during the final sweep. 

At the end of the harvest, the crew returns to the landing craft along the low water line, staying as 
far away as possible from the nesting range. The goal, of course, is to spend as little time as possible 
on the islands and especially within the nesting range.
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How to collect the down and how much to take?
Most females will have covered their nests before departing, provided the island has been approached 
slowly and provided the collectors have moved about slowly and smoothly. Females startled by the 
collectors’ approach will often excrete an abundant, foul-smelling, greenish liquid; it is generally 
possible to discard the fraction of down so contaminated before proceeding with the harvest as 
usual. Should contamination be too pronounced, this nest will enter into the INH category  
(being incubated, not harvested).

First, the eggs are gently pushed outside of the nest bowl. When conditions are ideal and the 
down dry and fluffy, the picker removes about half of the down present and places it in the jute 
bag after removing any large debris (shell fragments, old embyronic membranes, twigs). The eggs 
are put back in the centre of the nest, pointed end down, and covered with down taken mostly 
from the bottom and the sides of the nest; a few bits of greenery placed on the covered nest signal 
to other pickers that this nest has been harvested. 

Most of the time, however, the down is slightly damp and somewhat contaminated with excreta 
and organic debris of all kinds. If the preceding days or weeks have been rainy, the down will often 
be compressed into a wet mass at the bottom of the nest. In such cases, the picker harvests a small 
quantity from the dry crown (sometimes as little as 5 to 10% of the down can be recovered), breaks 
up the wet mat of down with the fingers and uses it to reconstruct a rough nest; the eggs are then 
returned to the bowl and the nest covered with whatever wet down and plant debris can be found 
on the spot. Upon her return, the female will rapidly rework this assemblage into a functional nest 
and give it a normal appearance.

All the down found in hatched, destroyed or abandoned nests is collected, but on average, between 
one-quarter and one-half of the down is taken from nests that are being actively incubated. The 
female will re-construct the nest with whatever down remains; she will fill any lack by simply  
pulling more down from her lower abdomen to pad the nest. This added down is of lesser quality, 
however, as it often contains large numbers of small contour feathers that are very difficult to remove 
from the down. This is one of the reasons a single visit to a colony per year is recommended. 

On average, an eider nest in the St. Lawrence estuary yields 44 g of raw down, from which a mere 
7 g of cleaned down is obtained (one harvest). When the latter figure is weighted to account for 
the fact that down is only taken from a fraction of nests encountered (excluded from the total nest 
tally are nests with no down, destroyed and abandoned nests in which no down could be salvaged, 
nests in which the down was spoiled by excreta, egg contents or superabundant debris, etc.: in all, 
some 19% of all nests present), it shows that a 1000-nest colony will not yield 7 kg but rather 5.7 kg 
of cleaned down (on average 5.7 g per nest present in any given colony!) (See boxed text on page 12, 
How many nests for one kilogram of eiderdown?).

IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT EVERY NEST ENCOUNTERED BE COVERED WITH 
DOWN AND VEGETATION, whether down has been harvested from it or not, to conceal the 
eggs from avian predators. Down taken from an abundantly furnished neighbouring nest along with 
dried or green vegetation can be used to cover nests with no down at all (ND). The female possesses 
a very accurate sense of positioning and she will locate her clutch, even hidden underneath a mass of 
down and plant material, and rework it into a typical eider nest in a matter of minutes.
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What data should be recorded?
Data collection is just as important as eiderdown collection. Analysis of the distribution of nests in 
various nest classes will reveal information about underlying problems: for instance, an abnormal 
proportion of abandoned or destroyed nests will confirm recent human disturbance. Sometimes, 
the exact timing of the latter can even be deducted from various signs and attributed to specific 
events. A high proportion of hatched and hatching nests will confirm that the harvest is being 
carried out too late. In the latter case, the presence of numerous broods and crèches on the shore 
of the island upon arrival would have led to the same conclusion. In either case, the harvest is too 
late and should be interrupted to prevent excessive mortality among ducklings.

Here is what the data sheet must contain for each of the islands:

1  Name of the island (and GPS location in the case of unnamed islands);

2  Mode of access (boat, transfer, etc.);

3  Date, operation start time and end time, weather conditions;

4  Name of all participants;

5  Number of nests (harvested vs. not-harvested) per category;

6  Number of dead birds (keeping separate records for gull species and for Common Eiders by sex) 
found on the nesting island;

7  General notes on plant cover and condition at the time of the visit.

Collectors enter the most common entry (IH) into their hand tallies. Team members should remain 
within hearing range of each other to communicate to the person so designated the occurrence of 
nests in other categories for entry into a notebook or on pre-printed forms. 

When the number of nests on a given island (whether estimated from the previous year’s data or 
guesstimated, in the case of unknown islands) is sufficient to justify the presence of five persons,  
it is essential to assign one of them the task of data recorder. This person stays apace with the pickers 
in the middle of the harvest corridors to hear the data being communicated by the individual collectors. 
Verbal acknowledgment is given every time new information is recorded.

The crew leader or secretary records data on pre-printed forms prepared ahead of time for each  
of the nesting islands or each island section in the case of large islands (see boxed text on page 36, 
Example of field notes). Surveyor’s notebooks are perfect for this; it is essential that lead pencils be 
used instead of ballpoint or felt pens.

When dead birds (Common Eider adults as well as companion species likely to act as carriers) 
found on an island are suspected of having succumbed to disease, a crew member should make sure 
that a few (two or three) of the freshest and most representative carcasses are collected to make a 
diagnosis. Pickers must not touch the dead or dying birds with their bare hands, especially those that 
have viscous (mucousy) secretions around their nostrils, beaks or eyes. Under certain circumstances, 
fowl cholera has been transmitted to humans (see boxed text on page 31, Sick birds). 
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What about second and third harvests?
Common Eiders nest from April 15 to July 10, more or less (see boxed text on page 29, The best 
time for the harvest). When the very first females to hatch their clutch do so in late May in a given 
colony, tens or even hundreds of other females have not even begun laying on the same island.  
As a result, it is physically impossible to harvest from every single nest on a given island in a  
single visit. Therefore, collectors are often tempted to make two or even three trips to a colony  
to optimize the number of nests visited and the overall yield. 

As a rule, second and third visits cannot be encouraged because such disturbances, coming during 
peak hatching periods, would be even more damaging to the population than the single visit 
wisely planned at the very outset of the hatching phase.

In colonies with dense forest cover where gull predation has less of an impact, a second harvest 
timed for about 15 days after the first visit may be possible. Collectors will find between 25 and 
40% as many nests as during the first harvest. This second harvest will increase the overall yield  
in a given colony by approximately 20% (with the average yield per harvested nest climbing from 
7 to 8.5 g). It is estimated that half of the nests visited for a second time will be harvested (with 
down of a lower quality), whereas the other 50% will be made up of new nests established during 
the two-week period following the first visit. When artificial nest boxes are located on the nesting 
island, a second visit in mid-July when all birds have abandoned the breeding location will yield  
a small quantity of additional down; an examination of these structures is usually needed at that 
time anyway to relocate those that need to be relocated, to divide up and mark the nesting range 
in numbered zones, take notes on changes in plant cover—all things there is no time to do during 
the regular harvest period.

EXAMPLE OF FIELD NOTES
The eiderdown harvest provides an opportunity  
to gather all sorts of observations on the progress of 
the breeding season, incidence of disease, predation, 
overall numbers, changes in plant cover, etc. At right 
is a typical notebook page showing fictitious data 
from a fictitious island. Also handy are pre-printed 
data sheets with windows specific to the kind of  
information that ought to be gathered. Such forms 
are preferable to notebooks as they lower the likeli-
hood of omitting information (see Appendix for  
an example).
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A mid-July visit to the nesting islands (St. Lawrence estuary and gulf ) will also allow managers to 
detect signs of unusual mortality, as revealed by large numbers of carcasses left by a late outbreak 
of disease in the colony after the late May harvest. This follow-up visit is deemed an important 
population monitoring action and has been proposed in the Québec Management Plan for the Common 
Eider: late nesting outbreaks could be a forerunner of severe epizootics in the following nesting season.

The down is in the bag… what next?

Upon returning home
Simple precautions are needed to preserve the characteristics of eiderdown awaiting processing. 
The jute bags must be emptied and the down must receive a preliminary cleaning. If this cleaning 
cannot be undertaken immediately, the raw down will be fine for a few days in the jute bags, so 
long as it is stored in a cool, dry place, out of direct sunlight, and bearing in mind that the down 
contains fleas. The storage of down in sealed plastic bags at this early stage is a bad idea: the high 
water content of the material will favour the rapid development of mould that will cause permanent 
damage. Relative humidity (RH) in freshly harvested down varies with habitat and weather conditions 
but normally varies between 55 and 85%.

Temporary storage of raw down and flea control
In most instances, the raw eiderdown must be stored for a number of weeks or even months before 
cleaning can be undertaken, so some preliminary treatment is essential. Vigourous shaking of the 
raw down over chicken wire will lower water content, remove any coarse, waterlogged organic debris, 
and break up and air-dry matted down. Choose a warm, sunny spot sheltered from the wind. Most 
adult fleas, eggs, larvae and pupae will be shaken off during the operation and will fall to the ground25. 
A mild direct-contact pesticide can be sprayed on the ground at this stage to prevent the fleas from 
multiplying in wet weather; if no treatment is done, the eggs 
or pupae can overwinter and reappear a year or more later. 
GREAT CARE MUST BE TAKEN TO ENSURE THAT 
NONE OF THE PESTICIDE REACHES THE DOWN 
ITSELF! Several contact pesticides approved for use against 
domestic flies in dairy farms, for instance, have been proven 
effective against fleas and are readily available on the market26.

After one or two drying sessions in full sunlight, the water 
content of the raw down will have been brought to relative 
humidity (RH) values between 40 and 55% (at air tempera-
tures of 15 to 25°C). It can then be stored in airtight plastic 
bags for four or five consecutive days; adult fleas and larvae 
will rapidly desiccate and die while pupae will not hatch in 
this dry environment. Adult fleas can complete a life cycle  
in stored raw down whose RH is > 55%, especially if it still 
contains waterlogged organic debris. When possible, the 
RH level should be lowered even further (30–40% RH), 
especially if the raw down is to remain in storage for several 
months. Mould will develop in wet down27, leading to a loss 
of its cohesion and commercial value.
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Eiderdown cleaning
The raw down is usually cleaned by the harvesters themselves when they own 
(on their own or as a member of a cooperative, as is the case in Iceland and a 
few Northern Canadian communities) the specialized cleaning equipment 
essential for the job. A few independent cleaning contractors also accept freshly 
harvested or, more often, partially dried and partially cleaned, flea-free raw 
down (RH 45–55%). There are very few of these contractors, however, due to 
the high cost of the cleaning equipment, the small volume of down available, 
the strong seasonal nature of the industry, the difficulty of maintaining skilled 
staff, and the constant uncertainties about quantities from year to year as well 
as fluctuating market prices.

Batches of raw down from different islands are stored and processed separately, especially if they 
come from different habitat types. Eiderdown harvested in nests on grassy terrain will not dry in 
the same way and will not require the same handling as eiderdown harvested from nests in a mix-
ture of dwarf shrubs and lichens or from coniferous forest undergrowth.

Permit holders with access to a fairly steady and good supply of raw down (> 300 kg per year 
approximately) may consider the purchase of cleaning equipment and processing their own harvest. 
The cleaning is performed in two steps.

In the first step (dry phase), the following equipment is needed: one or several temperature-controlled 
ovens for drying and sterilizing the down, assorted monitoring tools (electronic scales, RH and 
temperature probes and meters) and above all, mechanical churning machines that will expel plant 
and other debris from the down without destroying its unique texture (see boxed text on page 40, 
Eiderdown cleaning). But machines will not accomplish everything and a considerable amount of 
tedious handling remains necessary. Above all, expert eiderdown cleaning is acquired after long 
practice: the expert comes to feel the resistance of the down and the characteristics of the debris 
through subtle signs. Eiderdown cleaning is also a very dirty process generating immense quantities 
of dust and fine particles—plant debris, broken barbs, dried droppings, dead fleas, particles of soil 
adhering to the down—and workers must wear breathing masks at all times. In larger operations, 
industrial de-dusting systems are installed. At the present time, Société Duvetnor Ltée 
is the only company in Canada that owns the equipment needed to process large quantities 
(> 5000 kg) of raw down.

In the second step (wet phase), sophisticated machines are needed to wash (which also 
de-dusts the eiderdown), rinse and dry the down. While there are several contractors 
that do this specialized work in Europe, the only Canadian contractor is Feather 
Industries of Toronto. 

The equipment required to produce marketable eiderdown from raw down will cost 
$100,000 or more.
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Marketing the down
The Common Eider is widely distributed and fairly abundant and neither the bird itself nor  
the eiderdown that it produces are of concern to CITES (Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora). Nevertheless, European countries require any individual 
or trader wishing to export eiderdown from Canada to demonstrate proof that:

1  The eiderdown has been sterilized according to generally accepted sanitary standards (exposure 
to a temperature of at least 120°C for a minimum of 30 minutes), 

2  The down has been harvested in Canada under a permit issued by Canadian authorities and 
has not been the object of previous trade.

Item 2 above constitutes the Certificate of Authenticity.

The consumer market for eiderdown is basically European. The use of comforters filled with authentic 
eiderdown is a long-standing tradition in Germany, which is probably the main eiderdown consumer 
market for this luxury product. Overall world demand is growing slowly and is always higher than supply; 
among Western countries, growth in demand is perhaps higher than average in the U.S. and Japan. 

Some wholesale buyers may also request confirmation that the down has never been exposed to 
chemical products and particularly to pesticides of any kind whatsoever. 

World market for eiderdown fluctuates to some extent. Iceland is by far the largest producer  
(with 60 to 70% of world output and some 400 small down producers or groups of producers)  
and it plays a major role in establishing market price (see boxed text on page 9, Commercial eiderdown 
production worldwide). By at times overpricing the down, the Icelanders have occasionally provoked 
brutal drops in demand in the past, price stagnation for a few years and slow recovery. As with 
many luxury items occupying a very narrow market niche, eiderdown demand varies according  
to overall economic conditions.

Reports and long-term planning
Permit-holders must usually send the responsible agency a complete report detailing their eiderdown 
harvesting activities before December 31. The parameters (number of nests, islands, dates, participants, 
etc.) are outlined on the permit itself.

Permit-holding organizations must work closely with the permit authority to plan long-term operations, 
identify needed habitat modifications, discuss caretaking needs, intrusion-control, species status 
and various ecological problems, etc.
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EIDERDOWN CLEANING
Preliminary cleaning on wire mesh, 
outdoors 

Raw eiderdown contains a multitude of plant 
debris, eggshell fragments, shreds of embryonic 
membranes, a surprising number of fleas, 
excreta and soil particles. Unless thoroughly 
cleaned, raw eiderdown has no commercial 
value whatsoever: it is impossible to produce 
commercially valuable eiderdown by hand 
washing alone. The type of plant debris in 
the raw down is highly variable depending  
on its origin. On the other hand, down  
harvested in coniferous forests, in shrubby 
habitats dominated by deciduous species 
(dwarf willows, red-berried elders, red-osier 
dogwood) and from open areas with sparse 
lichen cover are, in that order, progressively 
easier to clean. Cleaned eiderdown quality, 
however, bears no relation to the nesting 
habitat chosen by the female nor to the type 
of plant debris present in the raw down.

CLEANING EQUIPMENT

Step 1: Debris removal, sterilization

In this first step, special churning machines 
are used to beat the raw down to extract  
the plant fragments. These special machines 
were developed in Iceland and are not available 
for import. Complete heat sterilization consti-
tutes an integral loop in the cleaning process. 
Extremely rigourous control at all stages of 
the cleaning process is essential to preserve 
the extraordinary cohesion and elasticity of 
the down. A few small feathers always remain 
even after all these cleaning steps. They must 
be carefully removed by hand since machines 
designed to perform the work have been shown 
to damage the down.
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Step 2: De-dusting, washing, rinsing

The following treatments are essential to the 
authorized use of eiderdown  in the manu-
facture of garments or bedding: de-dusting, 
numerous washings with detergents capable 
of dissolving or neutralizing any traces of 
odour-causing organic matter, several rinses, 
drying, etc. Some manufacturers measure 
the turbidity of the last rinse water, using a 
graduated cylinder equipped with a crosshair 
at the bottom, to characterize their product. 
The height (in mm) of the water column at 
which point the crosshair disappears is taken 
as a measure of cleanliness. 
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Conclusion

Eiderdown harvesting was a traditional activity in many coastal areas of the North American Eastern 
Seaboard at the turn of the last century. Its special status is confirmed by the fact that it is mentioned 
in and subject to the regulations of the very first Migratory Birds Convention Act adopted by 
Canada in 1916. Regardless, biologists in particular, and conservationists in general, have always 
disapproved of eiderdown harvesting, and with reason. In the past, eiderdown harvesting operations 
driven purely by profit caused considerable harm to eider colonies at several sites along the Eastern 
Seaboard. In the St. Lawrence estuary, a few down pickers took almost proprietary care of the birds 
and the islands to which they had been granted harvesting rights; others, though,  behaved in an 
utterly irresponsible manner. In the 1950s, for example, some down harvesters would camp—tents, 
supplies and all—for days on end on eider nesting islands covering a few acres, with tragic consequences 
for the breeding birds.

Fortunately, this is a thing of the past. The Common Eider’s behaviour and its extreme vulnerability 
to disturbance are now understood. The recent introduction of the Canadian Environmental Assessment 
Act by the federal government has imposed a new administrative framework and new requirements, 
enabling the Canadian Wildlife Service, the responsible government agency, to modulate the issuance 
of permits and restrict them to those who can ensure the innocuousness of their activities. Finally, 
in the case of the St. Lawrence estuary, the remarkable cooperation between permit holders and 
the Canadian Wildlife Service has led to a management plan28 that outlines procedures and 
makes the commercial exploitation of the resource subordinate to the imperatives of protecting the 
species. After twenty-five years of closely controlled and productive eiderdown harvesting, we can 
conclude that a well-run eiderdown harvest can be both a conscientious and profitable endeavour. 
Hundreds of Icelandic down producers, famous the world over for the legendary respect they have 
for this bird, have also proven over nine centuries that this is possible29.

The Canadian Wildlife Service is not obligated to issue a permit to anyone who requests one.  
In our opinion, it is wise to continue delivering such permits only under specific conditions:

•  Repudiate the harvest as a money-making scheme in favour of not-for-profit harvesting; encourage 
the creation of a group or network of down harvesters who agree to reinvest all or most of the total 
revenue derived from the harvest into measures aimed at protecting the resource. 

•  Require that permit holders adhere to a strict protocol during their harvesting activities; the present 
booklet contains all the elements that should be included in these rules.

•  Require that permit holders send the management agency precise, accurate data on the Common 
Eider and its habitat within the prescribed timelines.
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Two important corollaries should derive from this policy:

•  Permit holders must agree to cooperate closely with wildlife officers at all times to make it 
possible for officers to react quickly to modify or even cancel permits as situations warrant 
(environmental catastrophe, unexplained demographic changes, etc.);

•  The management agency must agree to invest the necessary human and material resources 
into the monitoring of harvesting operations aimed at this fragile public wildlife resource,  
and periodically update and publish technical information derived from this monitoring.

In northern regions where it is either forbidden or of little interest30, the eiderdown harvest could 
provide valuable financial resources that could be channelled back into the protection and management 
of this unique wildlife species. For the coastal communities taking part, the harvest could also lead 
to a sense of responsibility for and pride in the conservation of islands that form their own backyard 
and that are also home to Common Eiders and a host of other aquatic birds as well.
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End Notes

1  SNAEBÖRNSSON, A. 2001. Eiderduck Farming in Iceland.  
4th Conference of the Circumpolar Agricultural Association, 
27-29 August 2001, Akureyri, Iceland (see the summary 
available at: http://www.svs.is/caa/CAC%202001)

2  From the Danish eiderdunn. In the province of Quebec,  
édredon designates any type of bedspread or comforter.

3  See ROSINSKI, A. (Undated). Production d’oies en Pologne  
et en Europe de l’Est. Étude 154 de la FAO, Production et santé 
animales. 106 pages. The document is available in its entirety  
at  www.fao.org/DOCREP/004/Y4359F/Y4359f01.htm

4  In the goose farming literature, live plucking is said to coincide 
with a moult event in the bird, but this is clearly not possible. 
Moult consists of the loss and the replacement of a feather or 
feather set, and the process stretches over several weeks. During 
moult, blood vessels multiply and enlarge at the base of the 
follicle from which the feather grows in order to supply the 
vigorously dividing cells. Live plucking geese in the middle  
of the moult process would cause myriad hemorrhages, stain 
the product with blood and make it even more barbaric. 

5 There seems to exist no single reliable source of information 
on world commercial down production (domestic ducks and 
geese). Estimates shown in the present document are derived 
from several sources.

6 Most mattress toppers are composed of a thin upper layer 
containing down (more than 75% down) and a thicker lower 
layer made up of a mixture of down and feathers in varying 
proportions.

7 The loft or fill power is measured in the laboratory under 
strictly controlled conditions of temperature and relative 
humidity because all types of down are hydrophilic. One 
ounce of down (28.35 g) is placed in a large graduated cylinder 
and topped with a disk of a specific weight; when the disk is 
removed, the down will expand somewhat and the volume 
occupied in the cylinder at this moment, expressed in cubic 
inches (in3), is the loft. This measure is of the utmost importance 
in the down industry because it will, to a very large extent,  
be the major determinant of quality and price. In Europe,  
the procedure is similar but metric units are used and height 
(instead of volume) becomes the parameter. In the latter system, 
prime-quality white goose down will reach 200 mm while 
cheap Chinese goose down will barely make 50 mm. True 
eiderdown from Eastern Canada will obtain a surprisingly low 
75–80 mm on this scale. The International Down and Feather 
Laboratory in Salt Lake City, Utah, U.S.A., with associated 
labs in China and Switzerland, is the major testing centre for 
down and feather products. The IDFL determines standards 
and supplies independent laboratory expertise to producers and 
manufacturers around the world (http://idfl.com).

8 Available at: http://www.downmark.ca

9 Association of Icelandic Farmers, July 2003. www.bondi.is/
landbunadur/wgbi.nsf/key2/english

10 See Québec Management Plan for the Common Eider Somateria 
mollissima dresseri. 2004. A special publication of the Joint 
Working Group on the Management of the Common Eider, 
Quebec. 44 pages.  
Copies of this document may be obtained from:  
Canadian Wildlife Service, Environment Canada,  
1141 Route de l’Église, P.O. Box 10 100, 9th floor, 
Québec, Quebec  G1V 4H5.

11 The Société de la faune et des parcs du Québec has since been 
fused with the Ministère des ressources naturelles et de la faune, 
which can be reached at the following address:  
www.mrnf.gouv.qc.ca

12 Sea Duck Joint Venture: Reversing the Trend. (Undated).  
A North American Waterfowl Management Plan, 
Conservation Partnership. 16 pages.

13 Unpublished data of Société Duvetnor Ltée. Weighed net 
eiderdown yield from some 400 nests in which the down was 
cleaned individually or in pooled samples (when yield of raw 
down from individual nests was too low to be machine-cleaned) 
was 7 g.

14 H5N1, the virus responsible for bird flu, was not found in 
any of the hundreds of wild Common Eiders tested in the 
St. Lawrence system or in Ungava Bay, Nunavik in 2006. 
Personal communication to J.F. Giroux, by Dr. A. Dallaire, 
École de médecine vétérinaire, Université de Montréal. 

15 There are many suppliers of genuine eiderdown online.  
Here are a few:  
www.plumeriabay.com;  
www.down-feather-bedding.com;  
www.westex-intl.com;  
www.supercomfort.com

16 Generally predator-free, isolated coastal areas. The birds are 
flightless for several weeks during the moult and form compact 
homogeneous groups difficult to observe in the field. In the 
St. Lawrence, flocks of moulting males have been seen along 
the southwest coast of Anticosti Island and near Montmagny, 
in the upper estuary.

17 See the Québec Management Plan for the Common Eider  
(full reference, end note 10 above). Some 450 artificial nest 
shelters on Blanche Island had an occupancy rate of 65 to 
94% between 1985 and 2004, with an average of 1.6 nests  
per shelter.
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18 Two species of gulls are ubiquitous on Common Eider  
nesting islands in the St. Lawrence: the Great Black-backed 
Gull (Larus marinus) and the Herring Gull (L. argentatus); 
the former is more aggressive and heavier, being almost twice 
the size of the latter. The Great Black-backed Gull may locally 
decimate the number of ducklings produced. A third gull species, 
the Ring-billed Gull (L. delawarensis) is present in the 
St. Lawrence and can form dense colonies. It feeds mostly  
in continental habitats and is not a threat to Common  
Eider ducklings.

19 GILLILAND, S.G. 2006. Canadian Wildlife Service  
(Atlantic Region); personal communication.

20 GOUDIE, R.I. S. BRAULT, B. CONANT, A.V. 
KONRATYEV, M.R. PETERSEN, and K. VERMEER. 
1994. The Status of Seaducks in the North Pacific Rim: Toward 
Their Conservation and Management. Transactions of the  
North American Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference. 
59: 27–49. See also TIELMANN, G.W. 2002. La Saga des 
canards de mer. Conservationniste, Hiver 2002, 14–20.

21 KUUJUUAQ RESEARCH CENTRE. (Undated). MITIQ. 
The Ecology, Use and Management of the Common Eider in 
Northern Québec. See also OAKES, J. 1991. Utilization of 
eiderdown by Ungava Inuit on the Belcher Islands. Canadian 
Home Economics Journal  41(2): 84–89.

22 Civil Code of Québec. Section 920: “Any person may travel on 
watercourses and lakes provided he gains legal access to them, 
does not encroach on the rights of the riparian owners, does 
not set foot on the banks and observes the conditions of use 
of the water.”

23 Section 38 of the Regulations reads as follows: “Nothing in 
these Regulations shall be interpreted or applied in a manner 
inconsistent with the provisions of the James Bay and 
Northern Quebec Agreement as approved, given effect to and 
declared valid by the James Bay and Northern Quebec Native 
Claims Settlement Act or the Northeastern Quebec Agreement by 
Order in Council P.C. 1978-502, dated February 23, 1978,  
if such provisions are not in conflict with the provisions of 
the Migratory Birds Convention Act referred to in section 2  
of the Act. (SOR/80-577, s. 10.).”

24 GILCHRIST, G., M. ROBERTSON, A. DALLAIRE,  
T. GASTON, and I. BUTLER. 2005. Avian cholera confirmed 
among Northern Common Eider ducks nesting in northern Hudson 
Bay, Nunavut 2004-2005. Leaflet published by the Canadian 
Wildlife Service, Ottawa. 4 pages.

25 Common Eiders carry several ectoparasites but the most 
abundant by far is the flea (which may be represented by more 
than one species, all belonging to the order Siphonaptera, 
Class Insecta); these must be extracted from the raw down 
before processing. Particularly damp raw down contains all 
life stages of the flea; the eggs may develop into larvae which 
will survive on organic debris, pupate, and eventually hatch 
into adult fleas. If the raw down is spread out and shaken on 
outdoor racks in full sunshine before storage, most of the 
eggs, larvae and pupae will fall to the ground. Once this raw 
down is sufficiently dry, it is placed in airtight plastic bags for 

4 to 5 days; deprived of a blood meal, adult fleas will rapidly 
die while eggs and larvae will desiccate. Any egg, larva  
or pupa that could have survived will be killed later by the 
high temperature used in the sterilization loop of the cleaning 
process. Larvae and pupae that have fallen onto the ground 
beneath the racks may survive and overwinter to hatch in 
warm and humid conditions a year later. 

26 A natural, organic pesticide known under the commercial 
name of Sentinel and containing permethrin in an aqueous 
solution has been proven efficient against Common Eider 
fleas. It must never be sprayed on the down but only on the 
ground underneath the outdoor cleaning racks, where it will 
eliminate adult fleas and larvae by direct contact. 

27 One can purchase small, low-cost, combined temperature and 
relative humidity meters from various suppliers of scientific 
equipment. For instance, for less than CAN$70, Canada 
Wide Scientific (www.canadawide.ca) sells a very efficient 
hygrometer with an external probe that gives an RH reading 
in less than five minutes when sunk into a bag of raw down. 
(Catalogue Number 575-625-04)

28 JOINT WORKING GROUP ON THE MANAGEMENT 
OF THE COMMON EIDER. 2004. Québec Management 
Plan for the Common Eider. A special publication of the Joint 
Working Group on the Management of the Common Eider, 
Québec. 44 pages.

29 In Iceland, the sale of eiderdown represents 0.4% of the 
country’s agricultural output. Association of Icelandic 
Farmers, July 2003: http://www.bondi.is/landbunadur/wgbi.
nsf/key2/english. 

30 With the exception of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, 
where very small-scale eiderdown harvests were conducted in 
the mid-1980s, there has never been a commercial operation 
in Maine or in Newfoundland and Labrador, despite their  
sizeable coastal colonies of Common Eiders (see Figure 1 in 
the Québec Management Plan for the Common Eider; end note 
10 above for figures). Eastern Canada’s largest harvest takes 
place in several coastal villages in Nunavik; to our knowledge, 
no eiderdown harvest takes place in Nunavut, with the exception 
of the Belcher Islands (Sanikiluaq) in lower Hudson Bay.
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Appendix

Example of pre-printed form to use during eiderdown harvest

Note:
Two distinct ways of recording data are shown on the form: numbers and bars. When using numbers, 
it is important to separate each entry by a plus sign (+) to avoid reading errors when making the sum. 
As to bars, they should appear as clusters of five, the fifth one being used to link each cluster. Numbers 
and bars should not be used together on the same form to avoid errors (for instance, the number one-
hundred-and-eleven (111) could be confused with three bars in an incomplete cluster (lll).

As a rule, numbers are used to record figures read from tally counters and supplied by individual 
collectors at the end of each run. It is important to mark the ‘Dead Birds Found’ and ‘Other Species 
Nests’ cells with a zero (0) as appropriate. Otherwise, an empty cell could later be taken to indicate 
that the data were not recorded, while a 0 would mean that no dead birds were found.

Description  Tally Total 

NUMBER OF EIDER NESTS

IH

INH

HH

HNH

HdH

HdN

PH

PNH

AH

ANH

ND

                                                Total:

ISLAND: DATE :

NAMES OF COLLECTORS

1. 2. 3.

4. 5. 6.

CONDITIONS DURING HARVEST

Start time: Weather:

End time: Mode of access:

DOWN HARVESTED

Number of jute bags:

Gross weight:

Weight of bags:

Net weight of down:

Île des Marmettes 28 mai 2007

Jacques Untel Pierre Untel

8h00

9h30

Ensoleillé, 25°C, vent léger

1

3.5 kg 

.5 kg 

3 kg 

2 + 15 + 6 + 36 + 4 + 1 64

7

71

Bateau Le Némo
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Description  Tally Total 

NUMBER OF DEAD BIRDS
Eider female

Eider male

Herring gull

Great black-backed gull

                                                     Total

NESTS OF OTHER SPECIES
Great blue heron

Black-crowned night heron

Cormorants

Gulls

NOTES

0

0

0

0

14
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