
Title 
Development of alternative fishing gear to replace gillnets  
Submitted by: 
CCB (observer) 

Description of measure 
Contracting parties should intensify and coordinate the efforts to develop fishing gear suitable to replace 
gillnets in Baltic Sea fisheries. Today, there is a HELCOM process and a questionnaire to share information 
on alternative fishing gear and fishing techniques, and gear development is done by some institutions in 
some HELCOM countries. However, the development of new gear should be intensified and coordinated 
to increase synergies and cost effectiveness, and most importantly to speed up the process. Efforts needs 
to be intensified, both in coming up with entirely new solutions and in adapting existing alternative gear 
to local conditions. Coordination should take place regularly between HELCOM contracting parties through 
close collaboration between expert institutions. Sharing of experiences and organizing regular 
meetings/seminars/workshops on the latest developments is only one part. Active cooperation also in 
creating projects, testing and developing gears should be set as a norm to maximize use of funds and 
expertise.  

HELCOM secretariat and the FISH group should be the hub to gather and share information via e.g. 
HELCOM website. 

Activity:  
Fish and shellfish harvesting (pelagic towed gears, stationary gears, professional, recreational) Fish and 
shellfish harvesting (bottom-touching towed gears, professional, recreational)  
Pressure: 
Extraction of bird and mammal species 
Incidental catches of  birds and mammals 
 
State: 
The measure will contribute to the status of a species (harbour porpoise) and mainly to the abundance 
and population condition of the Baltic Sea harbour porpoise population. It will also contribute to 
decreasing seal-fisheries conflicts. 
 
Mammals 
Red listed species and habitats 
 
Extent of impact: 
This measure could potentially be crucial in saving the Baltic Sea population of harbour porpoise. 
Although bycatch of harbour porpoises is rare in the Baltic today, given the very small population, the 
impact at the population level of catching and killing even one fertile female would be devastating. If 
alternative gear with less or no risk for bycatch of harbour porpoises can replace gillnets, this would 
greatly contribute to protecting the Baltic Sea harbour porpoise, and has the potential to tip the scales 
for the population. 
 
This measure would also improve the situation for small-scale coastal fisheries that now are experiencing 
significant conflicts with seals, with loss of catch and loss of gear. Alternative gear has the potential to 
decrease the seal depredation and new and/or improved types of alternative gears could make it 
possible for small-scale fisheries to continue to operate in the Baltic Sea.   



Effectiveness of measure 
In the case of the Baltic Sea harbour porpoise, gillnets are basically the only cause of bycatch. With new 
and/or improved types of alternative gear replacing more gillnets, the risk of harbour porpoise bycatch 
could be greatly reduced. Given the concerns of ADDs excluding harbour porpoises from important 
areas, alternative gear has an important role to play. 
 
The case of seal-fisheries conflicts, alternative gear such as pontoon traps and pots have already been 
proven to decrease the impact of seal depredation. Further development of such alternative fishing gear 
to improve handling and catch is important for the sustainability and viability of small-scale Baltic 
fisheries. 
 
Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
Pooling resources and create joint projects on gear development and testing should reduce the double 
work and increase the buy-in from several countries. Similar projects have historically been taking place 
side by side and results of projects and even active use of alternative gears is still not known enough 
across the region. 
 
The effectiveness of alternative fishing gear in preventing harbour porpoise bycatch is high, and given 
the critically endangered state of the Baltic Sea harbour porpoise population cost-effectiveness should 
be considered high.  
 
The costs for individual fishermen for loss of catch to seals is very big, and any measure that can 
decrease these costs should be taken. 
Feasibility: 
There are already alternative gears available that can replace gillnets in some fisheries, so we know it can 
be done. However, further developments of existing alternative gear and entirely new developments 
could give new possibilities of replacing a larger part of the gillnets used today. 
Follow-up of measure: 
It is essential, as highlighted by several instances including the European Commission and ASCOBANS, 
and as stated in the document compiled by the HELCOM FISHDATA group, that data on fishing effort and 
bycatch is collected at a much higher level than what is currently done. Such bycatch monitoring should 
include information on bycatch in different types of gear, and would be essential as monitoring and 
follow-up for this measure. 
 
Background material: 
In the European Union, the EU Commission including the Commissioner on Environment and Fisheries, 
have during the second half of 2019 and the beginning of 2020 increased pressure on Member States to 
monitor and implement mitigation measures for bycatch of sensitive species such as the Baltic Sea 
harbour porpoise. A letter was sent from the Commissioner to all EU Coastal states on the topic on 
February 2020, underlining that EU Member States must, to fulfil their obligations in the EU Habitats 
directive, monitor and take measures to mitigate bycatch. The proposed action on intensifying 
development of alternative gear, together with the proposed action on use of pingers on gillnets in areas 
outside MPAs, would be a significant contribution to achieve this. 
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