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In public debates on fishing there appears to be a 
gap between ‘economics’ and economics—some 
look for corporate profits and tax revenues alone 

while others seek to include a consideration of 
socioeconomic benefits in a broader sense.

BIG BUSINESS?       THINK AGAIN

SOMETIMES I forget just how 
long I’ve been doing this and in 
all the years involved in fishing 
in one way or another, first at the 
sharp end and later as a journalist, 

there’s often a sneaking feeling I get that tells 
me I understand less of how fishing works 
than on that day I was shown how to sharpen 
a knife and told to get on with it.

Fishing is an odd business and it’s argu-
able that there’s no such thing as ‘the fish-
ing industry’ that the greens, the grandees 
of the big NGOs and so many economists 
and academics so earnestly preach about; just 
a collection of cottage industries that have 
common ground in that they all catch fish 
in some way. A single-handed Greek net-
ter has about as much in common with a 

By Quentin Bates Norwegian pelagic company as a taxi driver 
does with an airline executive, although both 
transport people.

Fishing isn’t even a big business. Sorry, 
I’ll rephrase that. Fishing is an extraordinari-
ly widespread and diverse business. What’s 
noticeable is that there aren’t many big fish 
in it. A couple of European pelagic operators 
and Far Eastern tuna groups sit at the top of 

the tree, but there’s no equivalent of Coca-
Cola or Monsanto, no real corporate behe-
moths. Even the big fishing operators are 
relatively small potatoes in the big scheme of 
things, yet they receive more flak than many 
megacorps and I’ve never quite been able to 
fathom just why there’s so much ire directed 
at those who get too big.

I don’t see people sneering at Elton John 

Pelagic factory vessel 
Christian í Grótinum 
landing her catch to 

the Pelagos processing 
plant at Fuglafjørður, with 
Finnur Fríði waiting in line.
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But apply the same principles to a mixed 
fishery carried out by hundreds of small 
boats landing in nooks and crannies along a 
winding coastline and you have a recipe for 
disaster with choke species, criminalization 
of otherwise pretty honest small business 
people; unless the unspoken agenda is to 
reduce the scope of the fishery by weeding 
out those who can’t cope with the sheer head-
aches of it all and sell up in despair.

Fishing is in many ways still an anach-
ronism. Until the Second World War effec-
tively turned the world order upside down, 
most of the wealth in the developed world’s 
food chain as a whole resided with smallish 

enterprises; farmers, cattle auctions, corn 
merchants, blacksmiths, brewers, shops, 
slaughterhouses, bakers, and, yes, fishermen, 
processors and fishmongers. In fishing this 
is where the resources mostly still are. In the 
rest of the food business, from bread to beer 
to soft drinks, all that cash has been extract-
ed from the communities where it circulated 
around those locally-based business, and is 
now in the hands of a dozen supermarket 
chains and the real food producing heavy-
weights. Instead of the profits of many busi-
nesses being re-invested locally, that cash is 
instead channelled to distant shareholders, 
while all those trades and businesses that 

for selling too many records or at Jo Nesbø for being too suc-
cessful at selling books. Nobody warns you off them, saying; 
‘Don’t buy that! He’s rich enough already!’

Yet when a fishing company does well for itself, gener-
ally going from family operation to something bigger via a 
combination of shrewdness, an element of luck, calculated 
risks and sheer hard work, communities around them become 
restless and I couldn’t count the number of times I’ve heard 
the sour whispering in corners that goes on when after half 
a lifetime of having a shoulder to the wheel, someone finally 
treats himself to a new car.

ANACHRONISM

I’ve also heard practically every theory going at some point, 
along with a good many ideas so crack-brained that they 
should never have seen the light of day. The last thirty or so 
years have shown us some colossal changes to fishing. Fish-
ermen have gone from being heroes to pirates in the eyes of 
the public, the green movement and some organizations with 
murky agendas are vying for control without their rationale 
being entirely clear, marine science has been through (and still 
is going through) turmoil and we have seen the introduction 
of quotas; and more importantly, the concept of attaching a 
monetary value to the right to fish has arrived.

Fishing and money don’t always make the happiest bed-
fellows, especially when there’s serious money involved.

The business of fishing is surrounded by theories and ex-
perts, some of them totally off the wall, many of them plausible 
and a few who speak from positions of common sense or real 
authority. One of the fashionable theories these days is that 
a value has to be attached to everything, however arbitrarily 
that may be done. It’s a philosophy (if it can be called that) 
that’s not confined to fishing. The advocates of free market 
economics are everywhere, as are the advocates of this or 
that management system and the two often go hand-in-hand.

The problems arise as these proselytizers assume that they 
are the ones with the key to every problem. Because method 
A worked in situation B, then method A can be gleefully 
applied everywhere. It’s unfortunately that fishing, and life 
in general, just aren’t that simple and every case has its own 
circumstances that deserve careful consideration.

Let’s accept that fixed 
quotas, leaving the trans-
ferable aspect out of it for 
the moment, are more than 
likely the best way of man-
aging pelagic fisheries. 

It’s not beyond the wit 
or resources of regulatory 
bodies to keep a handle 
on a relatively small num-
ber of large vessels catch-
ing respectable amounts 
of mainly clean fish, with 
a fairly limited number of 
landing places. 

Source: Statistics Faroes

COD, HADDOCK, SAITHE 2010 2011  2012 2013 2014

Atlantic Cod 527,483 516,444 452,489 516,047 540,240
Chilled whole 57,462 41,451 24,296 23,099 24,781
Frozen whole 10,339 5,194 5,006 19,155 112,094
Chilled fillets 19,877 24,194 35,510 14,805 17,957
Frozen fillets 213,805 200,109 191,640 248,205 139, 364
Salted fillets 111,143 151,394 78,900 97,400 122,548
Salted split 112,504 91,409 92,647 87,105 88,158
Other 2,353 2,691 24,490 26,283 35,338

Haddock 102,108 68,216 62,280 68,144 94,624
Chilled whole 64,086 48,376 30,776 39,389 41,431
Frozen whole 1,268 4,290 2,170 2,649 16,418
Frozen fillets 30,351 13,746 14,603 21,407 28,517
Other 6,403 1,804 14,730 4,699 8,258

Saithe (Coalfish) 550,746 400,298 419,170 330,858 313,713
Chilled whole 17,500 15,730 6,523 5,450 5,190
Chilled fillets 34,585 29,536 61,310 37,485 48,775
Frozen fillets 420,149 287,290 295,465 230,401 209,883
Salted fillets 48,728 49,912 0 0 0
Other 29,785 17,830 55,872 57,521 49,866

SHRIMP, OTHER 2010 2011  2012 2013 2014

Northern Shrimp 90,235 86,971 102,597 62,222 104,339
Frozen shell on 90,124 86,971 19,214 0 0
Canned 110 0 0 0 0
Other 0 0 83,383 62,222 104,339

Other 909,314 802,060 844,020 999,730 869,465
Chilled whole fish 199,134 187,753 126,254 80,767 85,336
Frozen whole fish 139,931 115,552 135,030 189,853 182,955
Other chilled fillets 10,343 7,345 6,643 11,458 5,304
Frozen fillets 18,628 23,668 35,268 24,528 22,272
Other salted fillets 147,068 158,134 174,799 144,252 140,465
Whole, other conserv. 33,578 25,403 34,040 23,838 10,545
Frozen fish, n/spec. 75,929 68,591 60,937 75,659 59,388
Dried fish meal, feed 113,460 41,509 67,288 194,914 213,923
Other fish products 171,244 174,106 203,761 254,462 149,275

FARMED SALMON, TROUT 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Atlantic Salmon 1,338,081 1,617,283 1,821,564 2,456 409 2,941,559
Chilled whole 803,161 1,113,741 1,282,705 1,720,921 1,968,190
Frozen whole 69,508 26,508 40,018 45,235 23,041
Frozen fillets 423,931 428,702 447,243 618,847 847,567
Smoked fillets 26 0 0 0 0
Other 41,456 48,332 51,599 71,406 102,762

Rainbow Trout 69,954 8,724 195 2,585 273
Chilled whole 43,865 1,356 0 418 0
Frozen whole 24,851 7,368 0 1,981 273
Other 1238 0 195 186 0

Faroese Seafood Exports FOB Value in DKK 1,000

PELAGIC SPECIES 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Blue Whiting 118,807 78,216 160,461 133,307 109,724
Frozen, fillet or split 794 32 3,503 19,697 1,646
Whole, otherw. cons. 8,160 117 0 30,135 15,782
Other 109,854 78,068 156,957 83,475 92,296

Atlanto-Scan. Herring 265,928 291,323 324,578 409,059 290,672
Chilled whole 146,938 76,282 22,099 152 1,041
Frozen whole 60,238 143,075 256,796 296,909 224,157
Frozen fillets 12,898 8,390 45,590 105,459 55,827
Other 45,854 63,576 93 6,539 9,647

NE Atlantic Mackerel 320,669 733,067 826,751 803,997 887,004
Chilled whole 38,583 216,809 1,929 0 0
Frozen whole 225,086 508,296 821,817 803,861 886,098
Other 57,000 7,962 3,005 0,136 0,905

Source: Statistics Faroes

EXPORT FOB VALUE IN MILL. DKK 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Chilled seafood 1,444 1,447 1,765 1,622 1,970 2,269
Frozen seafood 1,685 2,145 2,215 2,734 2,983 3,162
Salted seafood 335 426 455 400 382 391
Smoked seafood 12 7 0 1 1 0
Dried seafood 170 191 122 189 262 270
Canned seafood 8 8 9 0 0 1
Otherw. conserved seafood 27 71 37 44 174 48
Other seafood products 0 3 0 23 11 11
Seafood products total 3681 4298 4603 5,011 5,783 6,152

Other products 424 399 798 480 302 188
Total 4,105 4,697 5,401 5,491 6,085 6,340

Export of Fish by Quantity and Value
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Stevedores loading 
frozen seafood unto a 

reefer vessel at Tvøroyri;

Landing fresh haddock 
at Toftir (opposite).
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super-scallopers would gain. The eventual 
losers would be the 700 small boats. Each 
boat has a crew of two or three, so that’s 
somewhere close to to the livelihoods of 
3000 families we’re talking about, and as 
each job at sea supports five or six ashore, 
we could be talking 15,000 jobs.

So what exactly is maximum value? A 
couple of über-efficient operators doing ex-
ceptionally well, or a large part of the fishing 
community able to live comfortably without 
becoming a burden on the state and the tax-
payer? Or is something half-way between 
the two desirable? After all, blue whiting 
200 miles offshore isn’t going to be caught 
by two men with a trawl small enough to roll 
up and carry under one arm. There should 
unquestionably be room for big operators, 
but they shouldn’t necessarily dominate. A 
small number of large operators means the 
industry’s diversity is lost and much of its 
strength lies in this diversity.

THIS IS FOOD!

There are plenty of examples of coastal com-
munities that have been devastated as fish-
ing rights inevitably migrate in one direction 
only, a process that starts just as soon as they 
have a price attached to them. The cycle can 
be seen all over Europe and beyond. First 
the quotas go, then the boats are idle and 
finally disappear. The local fish processor 
closes down. People find work elsewhere and 
move away. Then the shops and local busi-
nesses start to close, property prices tumble 
and these once busy and self-reliant coastal 
communities become shadows of what they 
had once been, the fortunate ones kept afloat 
as what had been prosperous people’s homes 

become holiday cottages for city dwellers.
It’s difficult not to paint the picture in 

the darkest colors I have in my paintbox. 
I used to live in just such a community, a 

thriving fishing village that buzzed with life 
and activity until, you guessed it, the local 
trawler company was swallowed by a bigger 
one. I still visit the place regularly. In fact, I 
own a practically valueless house in what is 
now a ghost town for much of the year. The 
shop and the petrol station are hanging on, 
just. Practically every house is for sale. Every 
youngster counts the days until they turn 
sixteen and can escape.

Fishing needs to retain its diversity. It 
needs a flock of small boats tied up at night 
in the shadow of a big pelagic catcher. It 
desperately needs to support the guys in the 
middle, the medium-sized boats that employ 
five people at sea and support another dozen 
ashore, and this is the sector everywhere 
that’s under the greatest pressure to sell up 
and get out. The skills, traditions, expertise 
and the knowledge that doesn’t come from 
a book and can’t be reproduced in a spread-
sheet all deserve to be maintained. 

After all, this is food, a key building 
block of society, produced by an industry 
working under the most unpredictable con-
ditions imaginable.

There’s far more to this than just the 
numbers at the bottom of a balance sheet 
and it’s too important to be left to economists 
with elegant theories to prove and politicians 
with an eye on nothing more distant than 
the next election.

Quentin Bates is a staff journalist 
with Fishing News International 

and a crime author.

employed people, bought goods and ser-
vices and paid their taxes without quib-
bling have vanished. 

A GOLDEN MIDDLE ROAD?

It’s arguable that the present model 
of food production and distribution is 
better for consumers, the result of vi-
cious price wars between heavyweight 
chains in which a few staples become 
ridiculously cheap, while producers are 
squeezed until they squeak by retailers 
who are muscular enough to be able to 
dictate take-it-or-leave terms.

All this hasn’t yet happened to 
the fishing industry, which even today 
remains overwhelmingly composed of 
relatively modest enterprises. There are 

certainly vocal advocates of the same 
development taking place the fish busi-
ness, and in some instances this process 
is already well underway. But is this the 

model that should be applied to fishing? 
By monetizing the fishing industry to 
extract the maximum potential revenue 
from it, setting up quota auctions and 
imposing special levies, as the smart eco-
nomics graduates would have us believe 
is the way to go, are some fundamentals 
being forgotten?

As an example, there’s a scallop 
fishery in the English Channel. Around 
700 French boats pursue this fishery 
every winter. These are small boats and 
it’s feasible that as much raw cash could 
be extracted from the scallop fishery 
at far less cost if it were conducted by 
half a dozen automated processing ves-
sels working around the clock. But who 
gains? The canny owners of half a dozen 

Seafood Exports FOB Value in DKK 1,000: Top 15 Species
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SPECIES 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Atlantic Salmon 1,338,081 1,611,891 1,821,564 2,456,409 2,941,560

NE Atlantic Mackerel 280,926 709,994 826,751 803,997 887,004

Atlantic Cod 525,405 512,881 452,489 516,047 540,240
Saithe (Coalfish/Coley) 550,045 399,562 419,170 330,858 313,713
Atlanto-Scandian Herring 171,998 288,543 324,578 409,059 290,672
Ling 100,681 112,282 127,595 106,341 115,888
Greenland Halibut 54,178 62,483 97,176 98,725 111,800
Blue Whiting 111,062 78,192 160,461 133,307 109,724
Northern Shrimp 90,235 86,971 102,597 62,222 104,339

Haddock 101,948 68,216 62,280 68,144 94,624

Silver Smelt (Argentine) 134,259 125,496 96,610 84,442 83,454

Redfish (Ocean Perch) 73,864 66,250 37,400 40,027 32,726

Tusk 56,043 54,678 55,744 40,651 27,927

Monkfish 71,677 74,139 37,901 16,547 19,215

Capelin 11,069 23,483 34,540 61,968 15,572

Export Value in 1,000 DKK  
by Country: Top 24

2013 2014
Russia 699,417 1,059,437
United Kingdom 690,430 660,167
USA 642,706 659,658
Germany 541,154 639,397
Nigeria 452,258 423,089
Denmark 410,955 422,285
China 405,360 388,611
Netherlands 296,506 340,748
France 316,165 288,248
Norway 215,201 233,345
Poland 225,097 202,392
Spain 218,949 179,191
Italy 168,434 174,157
Sweden 126,369 114,265
Lithuania 28,896 63,256
Vietnam 37,915 63,217
Iceland 74,343 60,645
Japan 57,268 43,285
Egypt 3,325 38,463
Singapore 18,143 36,094
Canada 40,196 35,609
Portugal 15,756 32,117
Greenland 26,701 28,820
UAE 37,889 24,683

Source: Statistics Faroes

usedbaader.biz

USED
BAADER
Petur Larsen P/F’s extensive experience 
in buying and selling used BAADER ma-
chines has granted the company a large 
network of providers from all around the 
world. Therefore, we can find you the 
proper used BAADER machine at the 
best price.

Our skilled BAADER service engineers, 
that repair and service BAADER ma-
chines around the globe, are our guaran-
tee for ALWAYS delivering a top-notch 
used BAADER machine.

Are you looking for a used BAADER ma-
chine or have one too many? Please let 
us know.

www.pl.fo | mail@pl.fo

RENoVATIoNS of Baader machines pro-
vide in average a 1% AddITIoNAl yIEld

Coastal fishing boat steaming off Eiði.

Independent Service
● Fish Quality Inspections
● Marine Safety: 
• Equipment 
• Inspections

Jákup Johansen á Lag
FaroeAtlantic@gmail.com
+298 584020 
Faroe Atlantic Service


