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Traditionally, foie gras (fattened liver) was the fattened liver of geese. However, in recent years, this 
liver has predominantly come from ducks. These farmed ducks are a cross between the Barberie and 
Peking duck. Migrating birds have a tendency to store fat prior to migration. In duck and goose 
breeds, this fat accumulation predominantly occurs in the liver, which ultimately induces hepatic 
steatosis and increases the size of the liver.  
 
The young ducks are initially raised in a group. They are kept inside in a heated barn until 4 weeks of 
age, after which they also have access to an outdoor run. From the age of 12 weeks onwards, the 
animals are placed in cages and force fed. A tube of approximately 20 cm is inserted into the 
oesophagus, along which the animal is fed. The amount of feed is gradually increased. After 
approximately 12 days the liver is coated in fat and the animals are slaughtered.  
 
In 2010, Belgium banned the housing of ducks and geese in individual cages during the forced 
feeding stage and mandated collective cages or group housing.  
 
In 2014, the Federal Animal Welfare Council published an opinion on the production of foie gras.  
The Council judged it important that the Belgian authorities encourage research into alternative 
production methods. Furthermore, the Federal Council ruled that a ban on the practice of forced 
feeding in Belgium is desirable, providing that the existence of alternative production methods, a 
depreciation period and the competitive position are considered. 
 
As recommended in the federal opinion, the Flemish government launched a 2017 study into 
alternatives to the forced feeding of ducks for foie gras production. The result of this study is 
expected in 2020. The Council hopes that this research will lead to the discovery of a foie gras 
production method that does not employ forced feeding, and that this will inspire other regions and 
countries.  
 
The discomfort that a duck feels during forced feeding and immediately after is difficult to 
determine. Catching and restraining the duck can be stressful for the animal, and the insertion of the 
tube may result in wounds. 



During the forced feeding stage, the liver increases in size and weight, ultimately reaching 7 to 10 
times its original size. The gain in liver weight is accompanied by an 85% increase in the duck’s live 
weight.  
This obesity affects the ducks’ behaviour; they become less active and spend more time asleep.  
The ducks also start to pant more in order to discharge the additional warmth generated by the high-
energy feed. Ducks do not possess sweat glands and must therefore release any excess heat via 
panting. The 2 to 4% mortality rate during the 2-week forced feeding stage is as high as during the 
12-week rearing period.  
 
In addition to the behavioural and physiological arguments, the ethical aspect also weighs heavy due 
to the fact that the ducks are force fed. 
 
The risk of animal welfare being adversely impacted during the forced feeding stage is extremely 
high. For this reason, the Flemish Animal Welfare Council does not recommend waiting for the 
results of the aforementioned research, but rather implementing a ban on forced feeding with 
immediate effect.  
Specifically, this means a ban on new companies employing forced feeding for the production of foie 
gras and phasing-out measures (with a view to full economic compensation) for existing companies. 
 
Footnote:.  
The Belgian Farmers' Union, ABS and Andibel do not wish to endorse this opinion based on the 
principle that free enterprise must be safeguarded.  
 
  
 
 
 
 


