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Background 
For the section on hunting of mammals and birds, which is included in chapter 4.6 of the ‘State of the Baltic 
Sea’ summary report, HOLAS II 8-2017 (Outcome of HOLAS II 8-2017, para. 7.13-14) noted the need to provide 
more coherent quantitative information among countries, and welcomed that that data on bird hunting for 
2011-2016 have been provided by Denmark, Estonia, and Sweden. Finland provided new data to the 
Secretariat after the Meeting. The Meeting recommended that the numbers in the table on bird hunting 
statistics is rounded up in a coherent way for the whole table. 

This document contains an updated version of the text where the updated bird hunting numbers have been 
added.  

In addition, revisions to the texts on bird and seal hunting are proposed with the aim to improve clarity and 
interpretation, based on comments received in connection to HOLAS II 8-2017. 

Corresponding update to the section on seal hunting is to be considered, as reported by Estonia, Finland, and 
Sweden.  

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to:  

- review the text and provide comments as needed  
- provide updated information as available to improve table 4.6.2 on seal hunting statistics. 

  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOLAS%20II%208-2017-491/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20HOLAS%20II%208-2017.pdf
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Grey text=revised based on comments in relation to HOLAS II 8-2017 

Yellow text=information on questions 

 

Hunting of seals 

Seals have been hunted historically for skin, fur, meat and fat, and they were an important source of income for 

people, particularly in the Northern Baltic Sea. Seals were also considered a nuisance due to their competition with 

fisheries, and hunting was encouraged. During the 1900s, bounties were even paid for hunting seals. A combination 

of hunting and environmental factors led to a dramatic decline in seal populations. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, seals were protected by all countries in the Baltic Sea region. The number of seals has 

increased, and today conflicts with human fishing activities have re-emerged in an increasing number of areas. As a 

result, controlled hunting is allowed for grey seals in Denmark, Estonia, Finland and Sweden, ringed seals in Finland 

and Sweden, and harbour seals in Denmark and Sweden. The highest permissible annual quota among these 

countries is around 2,000 grey seals, 230 ringed seals and 235 harbour seals combining information from all 

countries. The reported hunting is often below the quotas (Table 4.6.2), however the scale of illegal hunting is not 

known. 

Incidental by-catch of seals in fishing gear is an additional source of human induced mortality for seals that is not 

included here (Box 5.4.2), and the levels of illegal hunting are not known. 

According to Baltic Sea regional recommendations there should be no hunting of seal populations if they are below 

a safe biological level, defined by a so called limit reference level (see also Chapter 5.5). Also, hunting of 

populations above this level is only allowed if their growth rate is positive. These principles are followed in the Baltic 

Sea region at this time1.[rewritten to present in more easy wording, to be reviewed] 

 

Table 4.6.2. Numbers of hunted seals per year and the shares of highest permissible annual quota (%) in Finland and Sweden. 
The data is for 2011–2015 (min–max) for Finland [to be updated as possible] and for 2016 for Sweden. The harbour seal quota 
partially extends out of the HELCOM area to the Skagerrak. Hunting of grey seals is also allowed in Estonia. In Denmark, licenced 
fishermen may apply for permission to shoot a limited number of grey seals or harbour seals within close proximity of their fishing 
gear. Ringed seals are only hunted in Finland and Sweden. 

Species Finland Sweden 

Grey seal 224–307 (15–20 % of quota) 201 (41 % of quota) 

Harbour seal  180 (62 % of quota) 

Ringed seals 87 (87 % of quota) 81 (77 % of quota) 
 

                                                           
1 According to follow-up by the HELCOM SEAL Expert Group of the implementation of the Recommendation on 
Management principles for the conservation of seals. 



HOLAS II 9-2018, 4-6 
 

Page 3 of 4 
 

Hunting of waterbirds 

The legislation for bird hunting is highly variable among countries. Waterbirds are hunted in some countries, 

although the timing is regulated, with hunting prohibited during the spring migration and breeding season2 (EC 

2009). For example, in Denmark there is no hunting of waterbirds allowed between 1 February and 31 August. 

Southern Baltic Sea countries have a more extensive protection of bird species. For example all sea ducks in Poland 

are protected, and bird hunting is not permitted within a 3,000 meter strip between the coast and the sea or for 

5,000 meters onto land (Polish hunting Law 2004). In effect, ducks (mallard, common teal, common pochard and 

tufted duck) which can be hunted on inland waters are protected at the coast. A similar legislation is in place in 

many other countries (Table 4.6.2). 

Where hunting is permitted, common game species include common eider, long-tailed duck, common goldeneye, 

mallard, common teal, Eurasian wigeon and common scoter (Table 4.6.3). The velvet scoter is hunted in Denmark 

(Asferg 2016) and protected in Sweden. Species hunted only in some countries include goosander, tufted duck, and 

red-breasted merganser as well as garganey, pintail, shoveler and gadwall. In addition, waterbird populations are 

hunted elsewhere along their flyways. In accordance with the AEWA International Single Species Action Plan, 

Denmark closed the open season for common eider before the hunting season starting 2014, and will close the 

open season for female birds of long-tailed duck and velvet scooter by the end of 2018.[to consider if also true for 

other countries]. 

The great cormorant (Phalacrocorax carbo) is hunted after derogation in some countries to mitigate damages to fish 

stocks and fisheries. Approximately 3,200 cormorants per year are shot in Denmark, 500 in Estonia, 700 in Finland 

(Åland) and 2,100 per year3 in Sweden (HaBiDes 2017). As part of such predator control programs, some countries 

also spray eggs with a substance to prevent them from hatching.  

Birds are also decimated by other human induced pressures, such as oil spills and incidental by-catch, with unknown 

total level. 

Among the hunted water bird species, common eider, long tailed duck, mallard, goosander and red-breasted 

merganser are included in the HELCOM core indicators, showing below baseline values during the assessment 

period. The common goldeneye, tufted duck and cormorant are included in the core indicators showing values 

higher than the baseline years. 

The numbers of long-tailed duck have decreased strongly and the wintering population is categorised as 

endangered on the HELCOM Red List (HELCOM 2013b), and the same status applies to common eider, common 

scoter and velvet scoter.  

                                                           
2 Hunting in spring is permitted on the Åland islands. 
3 Based on the years 2011-2015. Estimates are for the whole country, not only marine areas. 
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Table 4.6.3. Reports on hunted water birds in Baltic Sea coastal areas, estimated mean numbers per year during 2011–2016. 
Hunting of these species does not occur in in coastal and marine areas of Germany, Lithuania and Poland, but some of the 
species are hunted at adjacent inland waters. An ‘X’ denotes that the species is hunted, but that the number of hunted birds in 
the Baltic Sea area is not known. [table is updated based on information from HOLAS II 8-2017] 

Species Denmark Estonia Finland Sweden 

Common eider (Somateria mollissima) 31,700 0 4,000 1,700 

Long-tailed duck (Clangula hyemalis) 1,300 7 14,700 30 

Common goldeneye (Bucephala clangula) 7,300 80 
 

x 8,100 

Common teal (Anas crecca) 92,7004 1,700 x 6,800 

Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) 467,800 3,800 x 205,200 

Common scoter (Melanitta nigra) 6,100 1 x 100 

Velvet scoter (Melanitta fusca) 2,200 0 x na 

Goosander (Mergus merganser) 1,000 0 x 2,500 

Tufted duck (Aythya fuligula) 6,000 25 x 2,400 

Eurasian wigeon (Anas penelope) 33,600 1,000 x 1,100 
 

                                                           
4 This number includes wildlife release and natural specimens  
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