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Background 
This document provides information on the state of play of the removal of derelict fishing gear, lost or 
discarded by fishermen in the Baltic Sea (Ghost nets project). 
 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to take note of the information. 
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REMOVAL OF DERELICT FISHING GEAR, LOST OR DISCARDED 

BY FISHERMEN IN THE BALTIC SEA –  

 

- State of play 

 

 

1. The problem 

 

Derelict fishing gears are lost, abandoned or discarded gears (or fragments thereof), often 

referred to in the literature as „ghost nets”.   

This term captures the nature of the phenomenon caused by ghost nets, since these derelict, 

invisible gears continue to fish uncontrolled for a long time, keeping their fishing efficiency 

for years, causing, above all, immeasurable loss in fish resources, as well as in populations of 

diving birds and marine mammals.      

On a global scale, entangling nets and traps are considered to be the most common type of 

derelict fishing gears that contribute to marine debris1. In this respect, the Baltic Sea differs 

from other seas. Fixed gillnets as well as trawls are the main types of derelict gears. In 

comparison to these two types of gears, derelict traps and pots constitute a marginal problem 

in the Baltic.  

In the Baltic Sea, estimates of the amount of lost gillnets were made in respect to the Swedish 

fleet operating in open waters, both in the coastal areas as well as in more distant fishing 

grounds. The percentage of lost nets increased proportionately to the distance separating the 

fishing grounds from the coast. The loss of gears took place regularly only in fisheries 

targeting demersal fish such as turbot and cod. Until 1998, the amount of nets lost by the 

Swedish fleet was estimated at  2750 – 3000, which corresponds to approx. 156 – 165 km of 

total length2. 

In 2005 – 2008, the annual amount of cod nets lost in the Baltic by the EU vessels ranged 

from 5 500 to 10 000 pieces. 

The estimated amount of nets deployed on shipwrecks located in the Polish marine areas 

ranges from  150 to 450 tonnes3. 

The catch efficiency estimated in experiments amounted to 20% of normal efficiency in the 

first three months and to 6% after 27 months and was characterised by unfavourable size 

structure of captured fish.   

                                                 
1 Macfadyen, G. et al. 2009: Abandoned, lost or otherwise discarded fishing gear. UNEP Regional Seas 
Refootnoteorts and Studies, No. 185; FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Technical Paper, No. 523, Rome 
UNEP/FAO. 
2 Tschernij V, Larsson, P.-O., 2003: Ghost fishing by lost cod gill nets in the Baltic Sea. Fisheries Research,          
64 (2-3): 151-162. 

3 WWF Poland 2011: Ecological effects of ghost net retrieval in the Baltic Sea. Pilot project. Final Report.  
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On the basis of present knowledge it is not possible to unequivocally state which type of the 

fishing gear has a higher fishing efficiency as a ghost net and therefore has a higher negative 

impact on Baltic resources. In general, the prevailing opinion is that gillnets pose a greater 

threat, however, taking into account the number of wrecks on the sea bottom and the available 

information on the amount of trawls snagged on them, it should be assumed that they are just 

as dangerous as fixed nets.  

In Polish marine areas, the actions undertaken so-far have resulted in the retrieval of 27 

tonnes of ghost nets and the assumption that the total amount of derelict nets in these waters 

can reach 800 tonnes4. These results clearly indicate the need to continue the actions aimed 

that minimising the impact of “ghost nets” in the entire Baltic. 

The problem of derelict fishing gears in the Baltic (DFG), or “ghost nets” is related to marine 

debris, notwithstanding the scale: global, European or Baltic. This results from the 

classification adopted in relation to the litter in seas and oceans included in the UNEP-FAO 

report,5 an American study devoted to tackling the problem of marine debris in the 21st 

century,6 as well as the European Commission document of October 20127.  

These three major sources of information on the ghost net phenomenon are characterised  by a 

complex coverage of the problem, ranging from the causes of this phenomenon, related to the 

widespread use of synthetic materials in the production of fishing gears, through description 

of different types of marine fisheries, which generate material debris, the most dangerous for 

the environment, together with the analysis of the impact of this debris on the living marine 

resources, which are exploited by fisheries, also including possible mitigation measures and 

methods of recycling of fragments of nets and other gear parts used by fishing fleets on a 

global scale. Due to the universal nature of these considerations and proposed practical 

solutions, it could be assumed that a similar approach to the problem of ghost nets in the 

Baltic is fully justified. The above mentioned publications constitute a huge and 

comprehensive theoretical (references to other publications) and legal source of information 

on the specific problem of “ghost nets”.  

Reports summing up a big pilot project “Collecting ghost nets in the Baltic Sea”, carried out 

by WWF, published in 2011 and refer in detail to the problem of ghost nets in the Baltic. 

 

2. Information on the negative impact of ghost nets on the environment.  

Negative impact of ghost nets on the marine environment is exerted mainly by long term, 

useless and uncontrolled catches of economically important species, also valuable in terms of 

the ecosystem, such as cod, salmonids (salmon and trout) and flatfish (flounder, plaice and 

turbot). Other fish species, including protected species are also captured, although to a lesser 

extent.  

On smaller depths (e.g. in the fishing grounds of the Pomeranian Bay, the Słupsk Bank and in 

coastal waters) ghost nets constitute a lethal danger for many species of diving seabirds. There 

are also documented cases of the death of marine mammals.  

                                                 
4 WWF Poland 2013: Collecting ghost nets in the Baltic Sea. Final report from activities carried out in 2012. 
5 G. Macfadyeni in. 2009: Abandoned, lost or otherwise discarded fishing gear. UNEP Regional Seas Reports and 
Studies, No. 185; FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Technical Paper, No. 523, Rome UNEP/FAO.  
6 National Research Council. 2008. Tackling Marine Debris in the 21st Century. National Academy Press, 
Washington, DC. 
7 COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT SWD (2012) 365 FINAL, Brussels, 31.10.2012. Overview of EU 
policies, legislation and initiatives related to marine litter.  



 
Research carried out in Poland since the beginning of the present century by various scientific 

institutions (Maritime Institute in Gdańsk, Sea Fisheries Institute – National research Institute 

in Gdynia and Maritime Academy in Szczecin) related to the “ghost net” phenomenon, and in 

particular two big projects carried out by WWF Poland in 2011-2013, devoted to the removal 

of derelict fishing gears indicated that in the Baltic Sea, negative impact on natural resources 

is exerted by ghost nets, both the fragments of trawls, snagged in several layers on ship 

wrecks, as well as abandoned entangling nets, mainly gillnets which are dragged with the 

current at the bottom or in the water column. 

The estimations given by Swedish scientists (Tschernij V, Larsson, 2003) as well as the 

results of the two above-mentioned projects carried out by WWF Poland referring to the 

fishing capacity of derelict fishing gears and their impact on living resources do not allow for 

an objective assessment of the role of particular types of gears which have become the ghost 

nets. 

However, considerable negative impact of ghost nets on living resources (mainly fish) is 

undisputable, so is the need to continue the actions aimed at minimising the number of ghost 

nets in the entire Baltic. 

The photos below, made during long term research, reflect the negative impact of ghost nets 

on living resources and the Baltic ecosystem.   

Photos 1 and 2 were taken in the Pomeranian Bay and show parts of a damaged trawl snagged 

on a wreck, with dead cod inside the netting.  

 

 
Photo 1. “Ghost net” (Source: Archives of the Maritime Academy in Szczecin). 

 



 

 
 

Photo 2. Dead cod in a damaged trawl (Source: Archives of the Maritime Academy in 

Szczecin). 

 

3. Project activities and results so far: 

 

1. Derelict fishing gear retrieval actions: 

 

1.1. Preparation: 

 

Designated group of experts from: Maritime Academy in Szczecin, Polish Fisheries Control 

Agency, Maritime Institute in Gdańsk, Fisherman: 

- Choosing locations of potencial derelict nets presence 

- Ad hoc. recommendations on any changes in methodology when needed.   

- Experts’ suport during the project  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
Pic.1 Locations of retrieval actions based on fishing units 

 

Traineeship for fishermen: 

 

2 traineeships in 2 Polish ports (Ustka, Władysławowo) organised in April 2015. Lead by 

fishermen involved in previous projects 2011-2012 in order to prepare fishermen to retrieval 

actions and secure effectiveness of their work. 

 

 

1.2. Cleaning sea bed by fishermen: 

 

100 fishing vessels engaged in cleaning actions. Oveall 1750 actions on the sea (8 hours 

each). 

 

Retrieval results for 30th September 2015: 
 

Type Desciption 
Weight 

(tonnes) 
Comments 

Nets 
Different types of nets ( pp, 

hdpe,pa) 
176,320  

Ropes Fishing ropes, sailing ropes 31,710  

Steel parts Steel parts of gear- ropes, chains, 42,200  



 
anchors 

Cables 
Cables containing oil and other 

substances 
6,700 

Hazardous 

waste 

Boxes Fishing boxes 0,670  

Other 
Polystyrene and rubber floats, 

fishing boards 
10,460  

Total:  268,060  

 

 

1.3. Monitorimg of actions: 

 

Retrieval actions have been monitored and documented by:  

 photos 

 description on reporting scheet on: date of retrieval, geographical coordinates, 

technical parameters of nets, weight, species found in nets. 

 reporting through SMS at leaving the port and on results of each action. 

 Observers on vessels during 50% of all retrieval actions.  

 

 

1.4. Cleaning of shipwrecks by professional divers:   

 

1.4.1. Verification of 10 shipwrecks in terms of lost gears presence- in cooperation with 

Maritime Academy in Szczecin- ship and its equiptment- ROV underwater robot.  

 

1.4.2. Retrieval of ghost nets from 3 selected wrecks done by professinal divers- to max. 

20 m depth. 4 days of actions on each wreck. Register of ghost nets found on 

shipwrecks- on reporting scheet.  

– results presented after 5th October 2015. 

 

 

 

2. Scientific project – electronical system for fishing nets marking: 

 

Innovtive technology was tested to mark fishing gear with chip containing information on 

gear owner and numer of fishing vessel.  

Technology based on RFID (Radio-frequency identification) to read data identifying the 

object.  

Testing this technology aims at recognising conditions needed for effective reception of 

information from chips. Possibility of using electronical system of nets marking as a systemic 

solution for lost nets reporting and control will depend on effectiveness of this method.   

 

- results presented after 12th October 

 

3. Communication activities: 

 

3.1. Kick-off conference: April 2015, Gdynia 



 
3.2. Final conference: 12th October 2015, Szczecin 

3.3. Conference co-organised by WWF and the European Parliament– with MEP 

Jarosław Wałęsa- July 2015. 

3.4. Two TV programmes about the project produced and presented in Polish TV- on 

actions of retrieval and environmental impact of ghost nets: September 2015 

3.5. Exhibition on ghost nets in Marine Aquarium in Gdynia: Opened in August 2015, 

exhibition will be avaiable for the public during min. 10 months. 

3.6. Final report prezenty project results in Polish and English will be finalised in 

October 2015 after actions at sea are terminated. 

3.7. Presentation of project’s results on Baltic Regional Fora (HELCOM WGs, Baltic Sea 

Regional Advisory Council). 

 

 

4. Project follow-up: 

 

Marelitt Baltic- project application submitted to INTERREG Baltic Sea Region Programme 

2014-2020. 

 

Aim: Further development of systemic solution for lost fishing gear in the Baltic Sea: 

 

- electronic system for marking fishing gear 

- recommendations toward cost-effective utilisation methods 

  

Project duration: 3 years 

 

Partnership:  

 

Sweden: Municipality of Simrishamn (project leader), Keep Sweden Tidy 

 

Poland: WWF Poland, Maritime Academy in Szczecin, Fish Producers Association in 

Kołobrzeg, Institute of Logistics and Warehousing in Poznań 

 

Germany: WWF Germany 

 

Estonia: Keep Estonian Sea Tidy, Estonian Divers Association 

 

Decision regarding INTERREG funding: November 2015 




