
    
 

 

MARELITT Baltic – how to prevent gear loss in the future? 
Result from a national workshop February the 8th 2018, Simrishamn 
 

Participants: 

Lisa Bredahl Nerdal  Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Administration (SMWA) 

Fredrik Palm   Swedish Board of Agriculture (SBA) 

Malin Skog  Swedish fishermen’s producer organization (SFPO) 

Tommy Lang  Sea and coastal fishermen’s producer organization (HKPO) 

Bo Landén  Gill net fisherman, Fisherman association, Malmö 

Kristian Nilsson Gill net fisherman, Fisherman association, Malmö 

Bengt Andersson Gill net fisherman, Fisherman association, Malmö 

Anders Paulsen Gill net fisherman, Fisherman association, Simrishamn 

Richard Nilsson Gill net fisherman, Fisherman association, Sölvesborg 

Swedish Coast Guard Was invited but informed that they choose not to participate. 

Madeleine Lundin MARELITT Baltic, Simrishamn 

Camilla Witt  MARELITT Baltic, Simrishamn 

Vesa Tschernij MARELITT Baltic, Simrishamn 

 

Programme: 

10.00 Welcome and introduction (Vesa) 

 A short presentation of participants 

 Two presentations about the on-going policy work (Lisa and Fredrik) 

 Questions and discussion 

10.45 Presentation of MARELITT Baltic, objective of WP3 and this workshop (Vesa)  

11.45 Is adoption of “a zero vision” beneficial (no nets are lost in future) 

12.00 Lunch 

13.00 Actions to minimize loss of fishing gears in future 

 Different methods (fishing strategic, technological, legislation) were discussed. 

 Law and enforcement or voluntary “responsible fisheries scheme/license”? 

16.00 Short summary and end of workshop 

 

Meeting started with a general discussion 

Information given in the three presentations inspired the group to have a vivid both general 

and detailed discussion on the problem itself and its mitigation. Thanks to a broad spectrum 

of professional backgrounds among the participants, the topics that were raised covered a 

multitude of issues ranging from policy building, future financial instruments to suggestions 

of detailed solutions. Without going any deeper to this initial discussion in this context, there 

was, however, a couple of topics mentioned that have a profound effect on the possibilities 

to solve DFG (derelict fishing gear) problem in the future. One fundamental aspect is the 

question if DFG are addressed in existing legislation. The representative for SMWA told that 

according to her review of actual legislation, DFG are not recognized by any law. There is one 



    
 

law that comes close in this respect but is basically dealing with “lost property”. This law 

from 1980’s assumes that all retrieved unmarked fishing gear has an owner. An owner that 

must be given a fair chance to collect their gear! Clearly, there is a need to update parts of 

the legislation. The group expressed among other things a deep concern on the recreational 

dimension of the ghost fishing problem mainly because of its far more diffuse character and 

dispersed geographical distribution. SMWA informed, that authorities have already started 

to identify potential ways to deal with recreational fishery. One example of how this wide 

target group would be handled is through an application of a recreational fishing license. A 

license that could be granted to a person who passes a test disposable on the internet. There 

was also a discussion on registration of recreational fishing gears or/and EPR schemes 

(extended producer responsibility). 

 

Ghost fishing is a historical problem in the project area 

In the part of sea area covered by MARELITT Baltic project and where Swedish fishing fleet is 

operating, the industrial representatives considered ghost fishing predominantly a historical 

problem. There are several underlying factors leading to this conclusion. One of them is, as 

shown by MARELITT Baltic, a marked reduction in the overall fishing effort in the commercial 

fishery. The decrease has been dramatic especially in the gill net fleet (-85% from 1997 to 

2014) during the past 20 years and the number of active vessels is still going down. 

According to the official logbook statistics from 2016, 17 gillnetters caught 70% of the total 

annual cod catch caught by Swedish gill net fleet in the Baltic Sea. Same trend can be seen in 

the demersal trawler fleet. In 2016 14 vessels landed 94% of the annual cod catch. Smaller 

fleet means less nets in use and with a few operating trawlers, today conflicts are very rare. 

It turned out, that none of the fishermen on the meeting had lost their nets during the last 

10 years. In some restricted areas, it is not unusual that vessels from the merchant fleet, run 

over a surface marker cutting the rope leading down to the net fleet. Because the rope 

breaks, net fleet often stays where it was shot ensuring that the fisherman will be able to 

retrieve it using GPS and a retrieval gear.  

 

In addition to decreasing fishing effort, both the price of fishing gears and fuel has gone up 

while the price of fish has in relative terms stayed at a low level. Lower profitableness has 

forced fishermen to become both cautious. In 1980’s and still in late 1990’s, it was not 

unusual that fishermen that got their surface markers (flags) cut of or net fleets run over by 

a trawler, did not even try to retrieve the nets because it was economically more justified to 

buy new nets than to use valuable fishing time for retrieving lost nets. The group identified a 

general change toward more responsible attitude due to growing environmental awareness 

among active Swedish fishermen and. 

 

Can we adopt “a zero vision” to mark a future incentive 

Today according to the participating fishermen, the number of commercial fishing gear that 

are lost at sea in the project area, has likely reached a level where a further reduction can be 

challenging or even impossible. There are, however, fisheries and regions where 

circumstantial factors still cause net loss. In addition to the example presented earlier 



    
 

(conflicts with merchant fleet), there are e.g. specific areas (Öresund; a sound between 

Sweden and Denmark) where strong currents and rocky sea bed generate higher gear loss. 

Furthermore, there are fishermen targeting ship wrecks with a hope of getting bigger catch 

but unfortunately with a high risk of net fleets getting entangled on the wreck. 

 

The group considered in accordance with e.g. an incentive to reduce casualties in traffic, “a 

zero vision” could serve similar purpose in fisheries. However, as unlikely it is to have zero 

casualties in traffic, it is to have no gear loss in commercial fishery in the future. Never the 

less, having “a zero vision” could be an efficient way to communicate an ambition and 

dedication of the fishing sector to minimize consequences of the DFG problem in future. 

 

Law and enforcement or something else? 

The MARELITT Baltic project group representatives suggested a discussion to evaluate if  

1) changed fishing strategy (e.g. avoid certain areas or circumstances etc.) 

2) improved fishing gear technology 

3) or changes in fishing legislation 

could result in an additional reduction of the gear loss rate in future? 

 

The industrial representatives had great difficulties in identifying specific methods that could 

systematically lower the probability of fishing gear loss. As discussed earlier, depending to 

great extent on the circumstantial nature of the reasons, a small gear loss rate was 

considered inevitable today as well as in future commercial fishery. 

 

The group regarded traditional prevention methods based purely on “law and enforcement” 

as neither practically implacable nor efficient. For example, how can we control a fishing ban 

on ship wrecks or in rocky areas? Instead of new rules and more control, the overall 

objective of the implemented preventive actions should be to i) enable a distinction 

between responsible and irresponsible fishermen and ii) offer prominent economic benefits 

for responsible fishermen for their environmental engagement. 

 

Prior to a discussion on recommended precautionary actions to minimize gear loss, the 

fishermen raised a topic linked with improved reception and handling of derelict, discarded 

or end-of-life fishing gear. 

 

Free-of-charge service for collection of end-of-life and retrieved fishing gear in harbors. 

Time to time, fishermen retrieve lost fishing gear when they haul their gear. It should be 

made easier and more attractive for fishermen to bring these old nets to harbor. Harbors 

should be enjoined by law to provide containers designated for collection of both end-of-life 

and derelict fishing gears. Moreover, this service should be made free-of-charge for 

fishermen just like collection of household litter is free-of-charge for all citizens. 

SMWA informed that they have already started to discuss with the responsible authority 

(Swedish Transport Agency) a change in the national harbor litter reception directive, which 

today does not recognize other marine litter than vessel generated. 



    
 

 

The group identified and discussed following measures or preconditions to support an 

efficient implementation of the above recommended precautionary approach. 

 

How to distinguish between responsible and irresponsible fishermen? 

Today all responsible fishermen mark their gear. Some of them even attach small signs on 

each individual net in a net fleet. However, an unmarked fishing gear today seldom leads to 

palpable consequences. Both fishing organizations and the fishermen gave a strong support 

for intensified use of fishing gear marking as a fisheries management tool. Marking and 

registration of fishing gear should be made a term of condition for getting or maintaining a 

fishing license. Logically, an unmarked or unregistered fishing gear should result in 

withdrawn license or some other perceptible action like e.g. hindering fishermen to sell his 

catch on the market.  

 

Representatives of MARELITT Baltic raised an idea of introducing an electronic marking 

system to facilitate a smoother, more efficient control and administration of marking 

system. In fact, a Polish project partner is looking at a RFID tags, which is a system based on 

radio waves. These devices are very small and can be placed inside a 30mm float in a typical 

gillnet float-line. Another type of available solution can be small, electronic “smart tags” that 

can be easily incorporated in nets, pots or other type of fishing gear.  

 

These type of interactive tags, can be easily controlled using an electronic “wire-free 

reader”, which automatically logs into a central database identifying if the documented nets 

are listed and thereby legal. Alternatively, the vessel can be equipped with a “sensor” which 

automatically register the nets that are hauled onboard, is could document their position 

(coordinates) and transfers the collected data to a database administrated by the fishing 

authorities. In case a net or fishing gear is detected missing, the administration system 

logically expects this gear (with a certain ID-number) to be reported either as “lost” or 

“discarded and replaced”. 

 

In principal, there was no consistent resistance toward an electronic marking system, 

provided it isn’t too expensive for fishermen/fishing companies. 

 

Various technological features could be physically built in one instrument? 

The project representatives informed that there have been contacts with Swedish scientists 

engaged with development of “pingers” (an instrument to make Harbor Purposes observant 

of gill nets). Pingers are today obligatory for vessels over 12m but there are plans to 

implement use of pingers obligatory to all gill net vessels. The idea that MARELITT Baltic has 

raised is to equip future pingers with more technological features like electronic marking 

system (“smart tags”) or/and passive strengthening of hydro-acoustic signals to enhance 

possibilities to detect lost fishing gear in future. 

 



    
 

There was a severe comment from fishermen regarding use of pingers. Fishermen consider 

pingers today a life-threatening risk. The instrument is too heavy, big and can be hurled like 

a projectile from the hydraulic net-hauler. If it hits you in the head, you’re dead! 

 

How to promote environmental awareness and to favor responsible fishermen? 

MARELITT Baltic has suggested in the application a voluntary based “Responsible Fisheries 

Scheme (RFS)”, which require the participating fishermen to adopt certain terms e.g. that 

they use a legally enforced fishing gear marking system, they have committed to report lost 

fishing gear etc. In return, catches from these RFS licensed fishermen are guaranteed a 

higher demand and price on the market. 

 

Remark from the project. MARELITT Baltic has been in contact with MSC which has shown 

interest in including terms of condition in their licensing system to prevent ghost fishing in 

future. According to the information provided by MSC, the organization will in near future 

review certain parts of their licensing process and is interested in a dialogue with MARELITT 

Baltic. 

 

There was a remark from fishing industry (HKPO) that so far big international labelling 

schemes like MSC, has not resulted in notable positive effects regarding catches from coastal 

or small scaled fisheries. Secondly, due to an extremely expensive licensing system, MSC is 

economically not eligible for small scaled or coastal fisheries. 

 

SFPO reminded of the challenges included in labelling. The Swedish fishing sector has some 

ten years ago branded and launched a label “Närfiskat (=Caught locally). Despite of a 

relatively large economic investment from the sector and a wide support by several market 

stakeholders, the campaign did not strengthen the demand of locally caught fish and is now 

disused. 

 

There were several persons who emphasized, that labelling with purpose of promoting 

generally locally produced fish or food, must have a clear local identity. There are larger 

umbrella labels like “Seafood” in Great Britain but it is always combined with a smaller 

geographical region or area like for instance “Seafood Cornwall” etc. to insure a clear local 

identity. 

 

HKPO informed that they have started to look at local labelling to promote ecologically 

caught fish by Swedish fishermen. The interest toward a regional/local labelling has been 

surprisingly strong among contacted stakeholders in Halland region. Representatives of 

Marine center also mentioned that there are similar plans in Simrishamn. 

 

The conclusions are: 

• Loss of fishing gear within project area is predominantly a historical problem. 

• Gear loss rate today is negligible. A further decrease was considered challenging. 

• A small gear loss rate is inevitable in the future, thus we need a sustainable solution 



    
 

• Fishing gear marking should be more strongly enforced and controlled. Unmarked 

fishing gears should result in tangible consequences e.g. withdrawn fishing license. 

• Responsible fishermen, fishermen that have committed to act following certain 

environmental term e.g. they will report a lost fishing gear, should be rewarded 

economically e.g. through environmental branding and specific local labelling. 


