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Background 
This document contains comments received from Estonia regarding the draft document of HELCOM data 
interests to assess incidental by-catches and fisheries impact on benthic biotopes. 
 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note and make use of the comments provided by Estonia 
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Comments from Estonia to the draft document of HELCOM data interests 

to assess incidental by-catches and fisheries impact on benthic biotopes  
 

In your data interest letter you asked for data availability information for by-catch and impact to the sea 

bottom. We do not survey the impact to the sea bottom, because majority of our small fleet is using pelagic 

trawls (vessels larger then 12m). We used to have some ships fishing mainly with bottom trawl, but due to 

the sharp decline in cod fishery in southern Baltics (ICES areas 25-26.), they have oriented elsewhere or left 

business. Last year they caught in total only 1,9 tonnes of cod and all of it was as a by-catch to other 

fisheries (no targeted fishery). 

In respect of collecting data of by-catches – Estonian fishermen have to report all by-catch incidents and 

this data is available but it has some limits. We get the information about bycatch, but it is somewhat 

inaccurate and there are cases where you are not able to distinguish what the fishermen thought. The idea 

to bring all by-catch to shore is not feasible, because it would go against the sanitary rules fishermen have 

to apply when delivering fish for human consumption and proper utilization of the seal or bird carcasses on 

the shore is complicated (strictly regulated and rather inconvenient). There have been special programs to 

evaluate the unwanted by-catch level in Estonia, but the survey is expensive and it is unthinkable to carry it 

out on yearly bases. Expansiveness comes from the fact that collecting enough material takes a lot of time, 

effort and also needs to have a good collaboration with the fishermen (by-catch rate of birds or seals is 

rather low).  

Having the by-catch information (reported by the fishermen in their log books) together with gear type, 

targeted species info and mesh size is almost fully feasible – but mesh size for passive gear is recorded in 4 

categories (up to 69mm, 70-89mm, 90-149mm and more than 150mm). 

Table 2 aka species who are on the list of species that HELCOM likes to have more data on incidental catch 

rates (table 2). Seal populations are regularly monitored in Estonia. Seals have dedicated protected areas, 

grey seal population size is expanding on a rate of 6-8% in a year. Ringed seal population size is stabile, 

although ice conditions have been non-existent or poor in late years. So we can consider that the incidental 

mortality in fishing gears is not too high for seals. Identifying bird species that are by-caught needs a 

separate study, doing it on a regular bases is simply too expensive. 

Table 4 aka species that HELCOM likes to have incidental catch monitoring. In Estonia commercial fishery is 

allowed to catch species listed in Table 4 (except Baltic sturgeon and shads). So dedicated incidental catch 

monitoring program is not needed as official landings are available. Salmon is targeted species in Baltic sea, 

has its own TAC, so idea to add salmon to DC-MAP Table 1D list is strange. Specially when Estonia has put a 

lot of money into river restauration (opening rivers, building fish passages, destroying dams and restoring 

salmon spawning ground) and positive growth in smolt numbers is seen in every restored river. It is 

politically impossible to explain why the salmon fishery should be closed if there have been much effort to 

restore the salmon population and positive results are there. 

I would also like to point out that the resources for 2017-19 Data collection are already allocated. European 

Commission has approved the work plan with implementing decision. So changing the work plan to 

reallocate the resources is almost impossible and adding obligations to the work plan would need extra 

funding. If HELCOM can give us the funding to study by-catch we would be happy to consider doing the job. 

At the moment mapping the information already available and making use of it seems a way to go. 

Elo Rasmann 

Senior Officer, Fishery Resources Department, Ministry of the Environment of Estonia 


