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By the early 2000s, the relationship between numbers 
of cod and sprat in the Baltic Sea deteriorated as a re-
sult of overfishing. Cod stocks declined, which contri-
buted to an increase in sprat, at the same time contri-
buting to an increase in the effects of eutrophication. 
Since 2007, when fisheries management was improved, 
the trend has been reversed in the Baltic Sea and the 
cod have started to recover, but there is still much to 
be done. In the CFP Reform Programme project, Jacob 
Hagberg, BalticSea2020 project leader, is working to 
ensure that the EU in November votes through a new 
common fisheries policy that contributes to a good 
ecological status for the Baltic and consequently to a 
sustainable and profitable fishing industry.

The project CFP Reform Programme started in late 
2010 with the aim of obtaining a better fisheries 

legislation for the Baltic Sea management in the Euro-
pean Union. Since its inception in 2006, BalticSea2020 
has helped influence EU fisheries legislation and has 
launched several projects to restore viable stocks of pre-
dator fish, focusing on active efforts for the recovery of 
the Baltic cod population. The background to this is that 
the environmental status of the sea is greatly affected 
by how fish stocks are managed. 

This year the foundation has an opportunity to be even 
more influential as the EU is due to decide on a new 
common fisheries policy in November. 

- Nearly 80 per cent of EU fish stocks are not sustai-
nably managed today. This is largely due to the poor mo-
del of EU fisheries legislation. Now that the legislation is 
being reformed, it is very important that it is improved so 
that fish stocks can reconstruct again, says Hagberg. 

The common fisheries policy is reformed every ten 
years, but it has not yet succeeded in reversing the 

negative trend that prevails for many fish stocks in the 
EU. Under the direction of Maria Damanaki, the Com-
mission has presented a proposal for new fisheries 
legislation, which in large part is good for the marine 
environment, fish stocks and therefore also for the fish-
ing industry. There are two key elements in the proposal: 
increasing the size of fish stocks so that fish produc-
tion increases (Maximum Sustainable Yield, MSY), and 
introducing a ban on discards – in other words, requiring 
all caught fish to be brought ashore. BalticSea2020 sup-
ports the main features of the European Commission 
proposal, and during the spring of 2012 Hagberg met 
more than 100 members of the parliament and national 
politicians to discuss the reform and seek support for 
the proposal.
 - The fact that fisheries management affects the ma-
rine environment means that fisheries management is 
a bigger issue than just ’fishing quotas’ – it’s an environ-
mental issue for the Baltic Sea and the people who live 
around it. That’s an important aspect and a reason why 
we are becoming involved in this, says Hagberg.
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Significance of fishing for a healthier Baltic Sea
Fishing plays a very important role in the marine ecosys-
tem. For thousands of years fishing was small-scale and 
coastal. After the Second World War fishing methods 
changed. Larger vessels and new fishing gear contribu-
ted to more efficient fishing.
 - Although stocks of cod have improved in the Baltic 
Sea, the effects of our having fished too much in the 
past are still visible. As a result, many of the big fish 
have been fished out and the average size has become 
far smaller. In addition, the mix of fish has changed, says 
Hagberg.

The reduction in cod stocks contributes to reinfor-
cing the effects of eutrophication in the Baltic Sea, 

such as the size of algal blooms. Cod, the most common 
predator fish in the Baltic Sea, live mainly on herring 
and sprat, which in turn live on zooplankton that eat 
phytoplankton (algae). Large numbers of sprat lead to 
smaller numbers of zooplankton, which can in turn lead 
to phytoplankton not being eaten and their populations 
going up.
 - An improved cod stock – which could be achieved 
by a new fisheries policy – would lead indirectly to fewer 
phytoplankton and hence to reduced algal blooms in the
Baltic, which in turn would lead to an improved oxygen 
situation in the bottom waters of the Baltic, says Jacob 
Hagberg.

Properly functioning fisheries management requires 
shared responsibility
At present the EU determines in detail the objectives of 

fisheries management and how these objectives are to 
be achieved. But to achieve a fisheries management that 
is fit for purpose and solves the problems associated 
with discards, for example, Hagberg feels that responsi-
bility needs to be shared.

 - If the EU sets the objectives for fishing, the member 
states can decide how to reach them. Politicians in Brus-
sels rarely have the training to make decisions about 
things like the mesh sizes of nets, fishing seasons and 
so on. Instead, the expertise and local knowledge of the 
member states should be utilised in establishing how 
best to meet set objectives and deadlines.
According to Hagberg, up to 80 per cent of stocks could 
reach the size at which they achieve maximum produc-
tion by 2020, if fishing is practised in accordance with 
MSY from 2015. This would mean a 3.5 -fold increase in 
the profitability of fishing. An improved common fish-
eries policy would thus lead to more and larger fish, 
greater profitability, and less impact on the marine 
environment.
Can it be done?
 - We have already shown in the Baltic that it can be 
done, and it did not take more than five to six years. In 
2008 the Baltic Sea riparian states agreed that cod fish-
ing in the eastern part of the Baltic Sea should be mana-
ged according to MSY. This means that up to a maximum 
of 30 per cent of the stock can be fished per year, which 
to date has led to a tripling of the cod stock. We have not 
closed down the fisheries, but have been restrictive in 
increasing quotas – to the advantage of both fish and 
the fishing industry, comments Hagberg.
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Improved fisheries management is of great importance, 
says Hagberg, for both fishing and the environment. If 

the reform is not carried out, he feels that it may become 
more difficult to do anything about the situation for EU 
fish stocks. This in turn would mean that the potential 
gains for the fishing industry would also fail to materia-
lise.
 - Ultimately it’s better for everyone if we have a fish-
ing industry that works well. And I think this is achie-
vable if the new common fisheries policy takes account 
of the whole ecosystem and of the fact that fishing is 
part of the management of the marine environment, 
says Hagberg.

Ida Mårtensson, BalticSea2020


