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Keep the sea alive

From loss to value creation in Baltic fisheries



About BalticWaters

The Baltic Sea is saved through action, not words.

BalticWaters’ vision is a thriving Baltic Sea - and 

to produce evidence that change is possible

There is a need for a politically independent actor 

that works persistently and decisively to realize 

the vision

That’s why BalticWaters exists and is needed.



Development of the Baltic Sea, commercial fish stocks

What happened

Sprat

Herring

Cod

Total quotas in the Baltic Sea 1990 – 2025, in tons Why?

• Eutrophication

• Climate change – impacting temperature 

and salinities.

But especially

• Overfishing

• A nonfunctional management regime 

(MSY, control, data)

By 2030-2035, the Baltic fisheries might 

have nothing to fish! 



How others managed to restore fish stocks

Best practices

North Sea herring: fishery moratorium 1977–1983 → stock recovery.

• Overfishing led to a six-year fishing ban. Since then, the stock has grown and is in a robust state, but 
initially at a high cost to the industry.

Gulf of Riga: stricter rules and protection → stable herring stocks.

• The stock is managed by Estonia and Latvia and is fished under strict regulations - including fishing 
capacity limits, gear regulations, bans on large trawlers and spatial restrictions.

Icelandic cod: Overfished → new policies led to a strong stock.

• In the 1980s effective control measures were introduced together with total allowable catch quotas, 
leading to growth of the stock and a strong fishery.

Lesson: firm measures + follow-up → faster turnaround.
Source: Return to value creation in Baltic Fisheries.  Baltic Waters 2025. By Stefan Fölster, assistant professor of economics at Better Future Economics
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A few underlying assumtions

Recovery scenarios

Sprat

Herring

Cod

Time

• Recovery of fish stocks ~ 10 years

• Some species recover faster, other slower

Management and scope

• Will require efforts in several areas.

About costs and revenues

• Directs costs

• Indirect costs

• Revenues



Two recovery scenarios – at a glance

Where we start

The goal → To establish a food-oriented, locally value-adding fishery

Recovery scenario 1: Main scenario:
• Large scale trawling limited to ≈25% of the Baltic Sea; remaining areas reserved for small-scale coastal 

and recreational fishing and marine protected areas.

→ Small scale and recreational fishery add value, and subsidies to large scale fisheries are reduced.

Recovery scenario 2: Cautious scenario:
• No large-scale trawling. Fish stock recover slowly and fisheries shift to small-scale coastal and 

recreational sectors, which are expected to benefit most from recovered stocks.

→ No large-scale fishery reduces annual profits, but small scale- and recreational fishery still add a 
significant added value.



Large scale fishing for animal feed leads to significant socio-economic  losses

Negative economic values

Fishing for human consumption is not profitable due to depleted stocks

• Commercial fish stocks are lost (cod) or declining (Herring and Sprat).

• Individual fish are growing smaller, and grow slower

• Main use is for animal feed - low price per ton. (up to 90% of catches).

Negative external effects

• Herring and sprat are depleted instead of being feed for cod and salmon.

• Pulling heavy trawls leads to large carbon dioxide emissions*.

Large public subsidies

• Diesel subsidies and exempt from carbon tax.

• EU subsidy programs.

• Significant costs and subsidies from authorities.

Social, or socio-economic value is 
negative because:



Summary of public financial costs and revenues from large scale fisheries 

Negative economic values

In Million SEK per year

(1 EUR = 11 SEK)

Direct subsidies

Unemployment support

Fuel subsidies

Administrative costs

Tax revenues

Total

    

Year: 2023

- 54,25

- 1

- 39

- 69

+   23

- 137

Projection for 2030-2035

- 9,25*

- 1

- 0

- 66

+   0

- 76



Summary of the increase in socio-economic value of the alternative scenarios 
compared to 2023 (million SEK per year)

Value creation

Small scale fisheries

Contribution to GDP

Transfers

Cabon dioxide emissions

Recreational fishery

Contribution to GDP*

Consumer surplus

Cabon dioxide emissions

Large scale fishery

Contribution to GDP

Transfers

Cabon dioxide emissions

Total

Main scenario

22

-1

-5

178

79

-34

60

4

-44

259

Cautious scenario

22

-1

-5

178

79

-34

-

-

-

239

Qualitative benefits:

Positive but not quantified

• Value of better regional 

economy

• Healthy food supply

• Healthier and stronger 

ecosystems

• Better crisis preparedness



Annual socio-economic gain in 2035 
efter initial 10 y stock recovery

Fishing with some

large-scale fishing

Fishing without

large-scale fishing

EUR 23,5 
million/year

EUR 22 
million/year

Fishing with some

large-scale fishing

Fishing without

large-scale fishing

EUR 1.26
billion

EUR 780 
million

Net present value over 50 years, where 
full recovery was reached 2035

Economy and ecosystem - from loss loss, to win win

Scaling the numbers



Risks, mitigations - and a time plan

Way forward - how

Leakage/under-reporting → Stronger at-sea and 
landing controls.

Bycatch → Selective gears and time/area closures.

Habitat pressure → Zoning and MPAs; gear 
requirements.

2025–2026: Decide on zoning (25/35/40) and launch 
tighter control.

2027–2030: Recovery underway; annual monitoring and 
adjustments.

2030–2035: Stabilization at sustainable levels; adjust 
small-scale and recreational fishing to catch limits.



Can we make the fish thrive again 
in the Baltic Sea?



Way forward - policy

Policy package: Active management

• Allocate ~25% of the Baltic Sea to selective trawl/active 
gears (minimize bycatch).

• Allocate ~35% to small-scale commercial fishing with 
passive gears.

• Protect ~40% via Marine Protected Areas (no commercial 
fishing; recreational fishing by permit only).

• Tighten control and monitoring; manage fish sizes and 
species holistically.

Selective 
trawl/active; 

25%

Small-scale 
passive;

35%

MPAs 
(no-take); 

40%

BALTIC SEA ZONE MIX

Source: Fölster, Stefan (2025), report for BalticWaters.



Recommendations & call to action

Conclusions

Implement the policy package as a whole — avoid half measures.

Prioritise selectivity and control where risk is highest.

Secure funding for monitoring and adaptive management.

From 2035
• Large scale fisheries could double their “value added” compared to today.
• Small scale fishing could increase tenfold.
• Recreational fishery could increase six times.

Socio-economic value turns from negative to positive
That is not counting the value of Baltic fish as a food source in crises, or general 
appreciation of healthy oceans.



Three key messages

Key notes

• Course correction strengthens stocks and flips the annual net 
to ≈ +25 million EUR, after recovery (10 years).

• Real-world examples (North Sea herring, Gulf of Riga) show 
that active measures work.

• Over 50 years, the net present value (NPV) is ≈ 0,8–1,3 billion 
EUR.

Source: Fölster, Stefan (2025), report for BalticWaters.



Thank you!

WWW.BALTICWATERS.ORG

Email: info@balticwaters.org

Adress: Österlånggatan 18, 111 31 Stockholm, Sweden

Return to value creation in Baltic Fisheries.  Baltic Waters 2025. 
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Commercial fisheries Recreational fisheries 

A word about recreational fisheries, as a side effect

FTE.s in Sweden: less than 1000 (1%)

Value added → 53 million EUR

As part of the Swedish maritime sector, in terms of 
BNP → 0,55%

FTE.s related to marine tourism: 28 000 (67%)

Number of Swedes engaging in recreational fisheries at 
least once per year → 1,3 million

Value added → 127 million EUR

As part of the Swedish maritime sector, in terms of BNP 
→ 60%

Source: Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management, 2024a & 2024b.

Conclusions
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