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Foie gras pate, the consum-
mate delicacy of French holi-
day tables, might be harder to

find this year and certainly pricier
due to a bird flu outbreak that rav-
aged farms across the west and
south last winter. After millions of
ducks and geese were culled to
halt the epidemic, some farmers
say they are having to take an
unprecedented step-using females
to produce the luxury treat. The
taste is the same, but female livers
are much smaller and harder to
work with, and the impact on a
producer’s bottom line is
inescapable.

“It was double or nothing, but
either we just sat and waited-which
is not in our nature-or we try to
offer a product that respects our
consumers,” said Benjamin
Constant in Samatan, southwest
France. President of the foie gras
marketing board for the Gers

department, Constant warned that
it was only a stop-gap measure,
especially for higher-quality fresh
foie gras. Most livers have veins
that must be removed, but those of
female livers are much bigger and
require more effort to extract,
which puts off clients seeking the
smooth texture of fresh foie gras
that is either seared in a pan, or
used to make pate.

“A significant amount cannot be
sold fresh, which penalizes the
producers who sell at public mar-
kets,” Constant said. Jacques
Candelon, who has been raising
ducks in the rolling plains of near-
by Sarrant since 1998, said this is
the first year the majority of his
26,000 birds are females, which
are usually reserved to produce
meat for export. “80 percent are
females-it was either that or noth-
ing,” the 52-year-old told AFP at
his farm, dressed head to toe in

protective gear to prevent any con-
tamination of his animals.

Bigger stretch 
Animal rights activists have long

denounced the force-feeding of
ducks and geese to make foie
gras, calling it an unnecessary cru-
elty despite producers’ claims of
introducing measures to make the
process more humane. France
remains the world’s largest pro-
ducer and consumer, usually rais-
ing some 30 million ducks alone
each year, even though some
French cities have banned it from
official functions. But two brutal
bird flu outbreaks in recent years
decimated flocks as authorities
imposed culls, with just 21 million
ducks raised in 2021, a number
expected to plunge to 15 million for
2022, according to the CIFOG pro-
ducers’ association.

More problematic was the

impact on breeding farms, which
found themselves with only scant
numbers of male chicks to offer
producers this year. Labeyrie, the
brand that dominates sales among
mass retailers, expects a shortage
of 30 to 40 percent this holiday
season, by far the most important
time of the year for the sector.

Spiraling energy and feed

prices, fallout from Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, will also make foie
gras more of a stretch for family
budgets. “There will be enough for
the holidays but in limited quanti-
ties,” CIFOG director Marie-Pierre
Pe told AFP in September. “We’re
hoping that people are going to be
reasonable and will share what lit-
tle there is.”

‘Big effort’ 
Old habits die hard, however,

and at the bustling weekly duck
market at Samatan, a foie gras
bastion near Toulouse in the heart
of Gers, much of the crowd want-
ed only the pale, plump male liv-
ers. “Females are much, much
smaller and after force-feeding, the
livers are smaller and less attrac-
tive visually,” said Didier Villate, a
veterinarian who has overseen the
Samatan market for over 40 years.

Next to a tray of glistening male

livers, many of the female livers
had red blotches with thick dark
veins, “which is unfortunately
something we find quite often”
even though it doesn’t change the
taste or texture, Villate said.
“Clients are surprised, so we have
to make a big effort to explain to
consumers that there is no danger-
It’s purely visual, you can buy and
eat them just the same,” he said.
But male or female, prices have
spiked to between 55 and 60
euros a kilogram ($26 to $29 a
pound), or “15 to 20 euros more
than normal,” said Constant, call-
ing 2022 “catastrophic for the sec-
tor.” For Gilberte Bru, who like
dozens of others rushed in at the
market’s opening whistle to stock
up for the holidays, the decision
was easy-she picked the male liv-
ers. “Yes, because they are big-
ger,” she said. — AFP

From “Terminator” to “Titanic”
to “Avatar”, director James
Cameron has pushed

Hollywood’s technical wizardry to
new limits, but human emotion
must always come first, he told
AFP. In an era when special
effects are much more accessible
to filmmakers, and studios are will-
ing to regularly spend hundreds of
millions of dollars on blockbusters,
it is the artistic talent that makes
the difference, Cameron said dur-
ing a visit to Paris. Whether he
can still strike the balance will be
tested as the world finally gets to
see “Avatar: The Way of Water”
next week-a sequel to his ground-
breaking extraterrestrial epic that
has been 13 years in the making.

“Anybody could buy a paint-
brush. Not everybody can paint a
picture,” the Canadian director
said. “The technology doesn’t cre-
ate art. Artists create art-that’s
important.” It was originally hoped
that a first sequel would be out in
2014, but Cameron’s gargantuan
ambitions led to repeated delays.
He does not come across like the
sort of megalomaniac director of
Hollywood lore-describing his sets

as “a big hippie commune with a
bunch of really great artists.”

But these hippies are armed
with some powerful computers.
“We had over 3,200 shots, which
is a lot to maintain high quality,
high quality control,” Cameron
said. “We brought in machine
deep learning and plugged AI into
various stages of the process to
assist us... not to take the place of
the actors at all but actually to be
more truthful to what they had
done,” he said.

‘Connection to nature’ 
The challenge was managing

to draw emotion out of perform-
ances that were largely shot in
front of green screens, and where
most of the scenery and props
would only appear later in the
effects booths. “The heart, the
soul, the emotion, the conflict,
creativity... all that happens first,
and then all the technical work
begins,” he said. Cameron has
always justified the vast sums he
has asked of studios-”Titanic” was
both the most expensive and
most profitable film of all time fol-
lowing its release in 1997, only to

be topped by “Avatar” in 2009 —
and he feels that responsibility
“every day”.

“I can’t be whimsical or impul-
sive, I have to be very focused
and dedicated to creating some-
thing that’s both pleasing to me
artistically, and that I think will be
pleasing to the public and com-
mercial enough to make some
money,” he said. “It can’t be too
intellectual, but I can make it satis-

fying to me by putting in second-
ary and tertiary levels of meaning
that I know are there.”

Clearly, much of the impulse of
the Avatar series is drawing atten-
tion to humanity’s impact on
nature, but the sequel also focus-
es on Cameron’s aquatic inter-
ests. Long fascinated by the sea,
from 1989’s “The Abyss” to
“Titanic”, Cameron became a
deep ocean explorer for National
Geographic in the 2000s and was
the first solo human to visit the
deepest underwater trench, the
Mariana Trough, in a purpose-
built submarine. He sees “Avatar”
as “awakening that thing in all of
us, that connection to nature.
“The movie asks you to feel
something for nature... It’s about
maybe feeling a sense of out-
rage,” Cameron said.

“These Navi characters... they
don’t look like us, they’re blue,
they’ve got the ears and tails. But
they represent the better angels of
our nature. “Maybe for 10 minutes
after the movie’s over, you see the
world a little differently,” he
added.—AFP

Female ducks bred for the production of foie gras are confined in a shed in
Sarrant, southwestern France, to prevent the risk of contamination by avian flu. 

Butchers work at the Foie gras and duck market. A woman looks at female ducks at the Foie gras and duck market. — AFP photos

(From left to right) US film producer Jon Landau, British actor Jamie Flatters, US actress Bailey Bass, British-Australian actor Sam Worthington, US actress Zoe
Saldana, US actress Sigourney Weaver, Canadian filmmaker James Cameron, British actress Kate Winslet, US actor Stephen Lang, US actress Trinity Jo-Li Bliss
and US actor Jack Champion pose during a photocall for “Avatar: The Way of Water” in London.

Climate activists 
hurl paint 
at La Scala
entrance in Milan

Environmental activists hurled
paint at the entrance of
Milan’s prestigious La Scala

opera house on Wednesday, part
of a series of recent protests
across Europe to focus attention
on climate change. The early
morning protest came ahead of
the gala opening of the new sea-
son on Wednesday night, with a
scheduled performance of “Boris
Godunov”. Five climate activists

from the Last Generation group
threw buckets of paint onto the
facade of the building and inside
the portico shortly after 7:30 am
(0630 GMT), according to an AFP
photographer at the scene.

Two people unfurled banners
reading “Last Generation - No Gas
and No Carbon”. “We decided to
stain La Scala with paint to ask the
politicians who will attend the per-
formance tonight to pull their
heads out of the sand and inter-
vene to save the population,”
wrote Last Generation in a state-
ment. Police quickly arrived on the

scene-where bright pink, electric
blue and turquoise paint had splat-
tered onto the sidewalk-and the
activists were detained and taken
away in police cars.

A team of cleaners from La
Scala then began hosing off the
building and the non-permanent
paint appeared to have been
entirely removed. Last Generation
called on Italy to invest more in
renewable energy and reduce car-
bon emissions. “In order to avert
the misery of its own people and
safeguard people, homes and
businesses, which are at risk from
increasingly frequent floods and
heat waves, the government must
act now,” it said, referring to last
month’s landslide caused by tor-
rential rains on the island of Ischia
that killed 12 people.

Most recently, climate activists
have targeted artworks inside
museums throughout Europe in
protests they say are designed not
to damage the works but to focus
attention on environmental disas-
ter. They have targeted master-
pieces such as the “Girl with a
Pearl Earring” by Johannes
Vermeer at The Hague’s
Mauritshuis museum, Klimt’s
“Death and Life” in Vienna’s
Leopold Museum or Van Gogh’s
“Sunflowers” at London’s National
Gallery, hurling soup or other food
at the paintings behind glass.

Last month at an exhibit in
Milan, they covered a car repaint-
ed by Andy Warhol with flour. La
Scala’s opening night gala is
expected to be attended by Prime
Minister Giorgia Meloni, President
Sergio Mattarella and European
Commission President Ursula von
der Leyen. In light of the war in
Ukraine, the choice of “Boris
Godunov”-an opera by Modest
Mussorgsky sung in Russian that
tells the story of an autocratic ruler
and his people-was controversial.
Ukraine’s consul in Milan had
protested the choice, calling it a
propaganda coup for Russia.
Russian bass Ildar Abdrazakov
will sing the title role.— AFP

Environmental activist from the “Last Generation” (Ultima Generazione) group
smears with paint the facade of the La Scala theatre. — AFP photos

US actress Zoe Saldana poses on the red carpet upon arrival for the World
Premiere of the film “Avatar: The Way of Water” in London. — AFP photos
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Foie gras are pictured in a box before
the opening of the Foie gras and duck
market. 

US actor Bailey Bass 

An environmental activist from the
“Last Generation” (Ultima
Generazione) group smears with paint
the facade of the La Scala theatre dur-
ing a group’s action in Milan.


