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Attempts to Establish Eider Farms in the USSR, and Why These Failed

Alexandra Goryashko

Eider farming is a rare example of a mutually beneficial relationship between humans and a wild bird. Eiders
(Somateria mollissima), large northern ducks, spend most of their life in the sea, except for one month every year
when they build a nest and hatch ducklings. The female lines the nest with down that she plucks from her breast
and belly. This down is the best natural insulator for the nest.

The female eider on her nest with eggs and down.
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An eider nest with eggs and down.
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Several centuries ago Norwegians and Icelanders started protecting eider nesting grounds and collecting down.
Among developed nations, only Iceland has preserved eider farming culture. About 350 families collect about
three metric tons of eider down annually, which generates approximately five million US dollars.

The English-language literature says little about the history and technology of eider farming, while the story of
eider farming in the USSR in the first half of the twentieth century remains totally unknown.

The first effort in Soviet eider farming culture was made in the Solovki special purpose camp (a large forced labor
camp for political prisoners on islands in the White Sea). In 1925, one of the inmates, a zoology teacher by the
name of Mitrofan Nekrasov, convinced the authorities to set up an eider reserve, and started experimenting with
artificial incubation of eggs. He planned to increase the size of the eider population and to train birds not to be
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afraid of humans. Despite basic conditions (the boxes with eggs were kept on top of a woodstove) the experiment
was a success, with 157 out of 189 eggs hatching. Mitrofan Nekrasov published several articles about his work.
Soon, however, the rules of the Solovki camp became more restrictive and Nekrasov had to stop his work.

In the 1930s, two nature reserves were established in the Murmansk Region: the Kandalaksha reserve (1932) and
“Seven Islands” (1938). Until the end of the 1950s, both reserves engaged in work that was common on eider
farms but absolutely incompatible with one of the core principle of nature reserves, namely that there should be
no human involvement in natural processes. Moreover, in those years, the development of methods of eider
farming was one of the main aims: artificial shelters were built, predators shot, and experiments carried out in
incubating and raising the ducklings.

Artificial incubation of eider eggs in the Seven Islands Nature Reserve in 1939.
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Actually, these reserves started as Russia’s first state projects to establish eider farms. In documents from the
1930s to 1950s, they often call themselves “eider farm” or “experimental eider down enterprise.”
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Weighing of eider down collected in the Kandalaksha Reserve. Beginning of the 1950s.
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Between 1940 and 1945, such work was successfully carried out on the Novaya Zemlya archipelago. Biologist
Nina Demme of the Arctic Scientific Research Institute studied several dozen islands, set up artificial shelters for
the eiders, organized the extermination of predators, and taught local traders correct methods of collecting down.
In five years, 5,354 kilograms of eider down had been collected under her management. In 1946, Nina Demme
defended her PhD thesis on nesting colonies of common eider in Novaya Zemlya and organizing eider farms.
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A drawing from N. Demme’s thesis. Nesting ground in an eider farm.
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Between 1930 and 1960 several dozen scientific and popular articles were published in the USSR, with detailed
research-based instructions on setting up eider farms as well as the arguments in support of their profitability.
The emphasis was on the need to “attach” eider nesting grounds to specific collective farms, which would use
them as one of income sources.

So why, if the eider population was considerable and the technology developed and instructions generally
available, was there was not a single attempt in the USSR to set up an eider farm? I think there were two main
reasons.

First, the eider was protected only within nature reserves, while hunting, collection of eggs, and destruction of
nests continued in other, often very close by, places, as many sources document. Under such conditions the eider
does not lose its fear of humans, as would be required for eider farming.

Second, successful eider farming is possible only if one works at the same location for decades. That’s the case in
Iceland and Norway, where eider farms are located on private land, usually held for generations. In the USSR,
experimental eider farms could have only existed within protected state nature reserves. They could not be
located outside the reserve because there was no privately owned land. Social cataclysms and a lack of legal
protection for private rights in the USSR led to the situation when no one could be sure of tomorrow, and the
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probability that children would continue their parents’ business was close to zero. Thus eider farming, normally
based on long-time traditions and protected by private property rights, did not have a chance in the USSR.
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