
Faroe Business Report 2016 • 3130 • 2016 Faroe Business Report

SEAFOOD, FISHERIES, AQUACULTURE

By Quentin Bates

CHANGES AHEAD:  
NEW FISHERIES 
LEGISLATION

With the recent economic success of the pelagic 
fishing industry in the Faroe Islands, pressure is 
mounting to open the doors for newcomers while 
at the same time subjecting fishing rights to new 
restrictions and increased taxation.

THE FAROE ISLANDS are 
home to a fishing industry of 
remarkable diversity, rang-
ing from vertically-integrat-

ed fishing companies running vessels 
and factories that are among the most 
sophisticated anywhere in the world, 
to include a local fleet of middle-range 

trawlers and liners, all the way down 
the scale of complexity to inshore 
handliners and a tradition going back 
thousands of years for the most funda-
mental methods of subsistence fishing.

The Faroese pelagic fleet was al-
ready rapidly modernizing with new 
tonnage through the 1990s and the 
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Seafood Exports by Quantity and Value / Total Exports by Value and Product Category (excluding services and intellectual property)
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first decade of the present century, but the mackerel boom 
that made its presence felt from 2010 onwards, although 
fishermen had been already for some years reporting ex-
ceptional mackerel populations, has fueled the expansion 
as there was a need to handle larger volumes.

The pelagic sector is the one that has seen the most 
explosive growth over the last two decades. Today’s so-
phisticated pelagic vessels capable of operating on the key 
species of mackerel, herring, blue whiting and capelin bear 
little resemblance to the relatively small vessels of twenty 
years ago that landed fairly low-grade raw material, much 
of it for meal production. What is especially noticeable 
is that a handful of enterprising companies have turned 
themselves from purely fishing companies into fishing and 
processing ventures with shore-based production and mar-
keting that bring the whole process under one roof. 

There are now three large-scale processing plants 
accepting pelagic landings. The Faroe Pelagic factory in 
Kollafjørður was already there, a troubled venture that 
went through several sets of hands before Dutch com-
pany P&P made a real success of it. This were followed 
by Varðin’s factory at Tvøroyri and then by the Pelagos 
factory in Fuglafjørður, a collaborative set-up by Christian 
í Grótinum, Framherji and the Havsbrún fishmeal plant, 
which in turn is owned by aquaculture giant Bakkafrost, 
the Faroe Islands’ largest single exporter. Both of these fac-
tories were built and commissioned in record time—only 
six months—by Icelandic company Skaginn.

The nature of modern pelagic fisheries is such that 
small operators are at a disadvantage. Catches are larger 
and caught over a much wider sea areas, standards are 

extremely high and there is intense compe-
tition from producers in neighboring coun-
tries. Having said that, the Faroese, for the 
moment, are in the fortunate position of 
still being able to export to Russia as other 
European nations have found that market 
closed to them. While there’s no immediate 
expectation that this will change, there’s no 
doubt that Faroese producers are unlikely 
to have the Russian market to themselves 
indefinitely.

“I don’t expect the situation to change,” 
said Herálvur Joensen, director of the 
Faroese vessel operators’ federation Føroya 
Reiðarafelag. “There’s no indication from 
Russia that they intend to blacklist us, and 
there’s no indication from the European 
Union that we should join in on their policy 
on Ukraine.” 

Mr. Joensen commented that there is a 
level of political pressure, mainly from the 
Faroese pelagic sector, for the Faroese au-
thorities to negotiate a better deal with the 
EU. At present exports of processed mack-

erel and herring to the EU are subject to a 
tariff, and the position has been supported 
by the main opposition parties for the gov-
ernment to explore this. “The government 
is looking at the options, but these things 
always make slow progress,” he said.

NEW LEGISLATION

“Generally things are in good shape,” Mr. 
Joensen said. “Prices have been good and 
some vessel groups are doing better. 2015 
was a better year for the groundfish trawlers 
and longliners.” 

But things change. It’s one of the fac-
tors that outsiders to the fishing business fail 
to take into account. Policy managers and 
economists apparently assume that there’s a 
stability to the ocean’s natural resources that 
means fish can be seen as stable commodities 
just as coal and potatoes are.

That simply isn’t the way it is. Fish swim, 
eat and breed. Their populations fluctuate 
within cycles, and they change as ocean 
temperatures drop or rise by a degree or 

Source: Statistics Faroes

Faroese Seafood Exports FOB Value in DKK 1,000

Source: Statistics Faroes

COD, HADDOCK, SAITHE 2011  2012 2013 2014 2015

Atlantic Cod 516,444 452,489 516,047 540,240 708,507
Chilled whole 41,451 24,296 23,099 24,781 33,508
Frozen whole 5,194 5,006 19,155 112,094 141,284
Chilled fillets 24,194 35,510 14,805 17,957 12,868
Frozen fillets 200,109 191,640 248,205 139, 364 245,196
Salted fillets 151,394 78,900 97,400 122,548 148,364
Salted split 91,409 92,647 87,105 88,158 118,082
Other 2,691 24,490 26,283 35,338 9,130

Haddock 68,216 62,280 68,144 94,624 96,677
Chilled whole 48,376 30,776 39,389 41,431 50,242
Frozen whole 4,290 2,170 2,649 16,418 17,609
Frozen fillets 13,746 14,603 21,407 28,517 25,704
Other 1,804 14,730 4,699 8,258 3,122

Saithe (Coalfish) 400,298 419,170 330,858 313,713 361,584
Chilled whole 15,730 6,523 5,450 5,190 5,976
Chilled fillets 29,536 61,310 37,485 48,775 23,521
Frozen fillets 287,290 295,465 230,401 209,883 275,888
Salted fillets 49,912 0 0 0 0
Other 17,830 55,872 57,521 49,866 56,200

SHRIMP, OTHER 2011  2012 2013 2014 2015

Northern Shrimp 86,971 102,597 62,222 104,339 110,216
Frozen shell on 86,971 19,214 0 0 0
Canned 0 0 0 0 0
Other 0 83,383 62,222 104,339 110,216

Other 802,060 844,020 999,730 869,465 1,079,301
Chilled whole fish 187,753 126,254 80,767 85,336 81,885
Frozen whole fish 115,552 135,030 189,853 182,955 282,110
Other chilled fillets 7,345 6,643 11,458 5,304 5,326
Frozen fillets 23,668 35,268 24,528 22,272 34,860
Other salted fillets 158,134 174,799 144,252 140,465 157,766
Whole, other conserv. 25,403 34,040 23,838 10,545 36,514
Frozen fish, n/spec. 68,591 60,937 75,659 59,388 39,784
Dried fish meal, feed 41,509 67,288 194,914 213,923 254,735
Other fish products 174,106 203,761 254,462 149,275 186,322

FARMED SALMON, TROUT 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Atlantic Salmon 1,617,283 1,821,564 2,456 409 2,941,559 2,792,006
Chilled whole 1,113,741 1,282,705 1,720,921 1,968,190 1,946,744
Frozen whole 26,508 40,018 45,235 23,041 34,902
Frozen fillets 428,702 447,243 618,847 847,567 0
Smoked fillets 0 0 0 0 0
Other 48,332 51,599 71,406 102,762 810,360

Rainbow Trout 8,724 195 2,585 273 1
Chilled whole 1,356 0 418 0 0
Frozen whole 7,368 0 1,981 273 1
Other 0 195 186 0 0

PELAGIC SPECIES 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Blue Whiting 78,216 160,461 133,307 109,724 153,449
Frozen, fillet or split 32 3,503 19,697 1,646 0
Whole, otherw. cons. 117 0 30,135 15,782 0
Other 78,068 156,957 83,475 92,296 153,449

Atlanto-Scan. Herring 291,323 324,578 409,059 290,672 471,950
Chilled whole 76,282 22,099 152 1,041 17,446
Frozen whole 143,075 256,796 296,909 224,157 411,703
Frozen fillets 8,390 45,590 105,459 55,827 17,638
Other 63,576 93 6,539 9,647 25,162

NE Atlantic Mackerel 733,067 826,751 803,997 887,004 818,769
Chilled whole 216,809 1,929 0 0 5,519
Frozen whole 508,296 821,817 803,861 886,098 803,406
Other 7,962 3,005 0,136 0,905 9,843

EXPORT FOB VALUE IN MILL. DKK 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014  2015

Chilled seafood 1,447 1,765 1,622 1,970 2,269 2,286
Frozen seafood 2,145 2,215 2,734 2,983 3,162 3,440
Salted seafood 426 455 400 382 391 463
Smoked seafood 7 0 1 1 0 3
Dried seafood 191 122 189 262 270 347
Canned seafood 8 9 0 0 1 0
Otherw. conserved seafood 71 37 44 174 48 46
Other seafood products 3 0 23 11 11 7
Seafood products total 4298 4603 5,011 5,783 6,152 6,592

Other products 399 798 480 302 188 152
Total 4,697 5,401 5,491 6,085 6,340 6,744

Tonnes in 1,000 Million DKK
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Packaging single-frozen 
mackerel on Suðuroy;  
Fresh caught Atlantic  
mackerel (opposite);
Whitefish trawlers landing  
their catch at Runavík (below).
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Seafood Exports FOB Value in DKK 1,000: Top 15 Species
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Export Value in 1,000 DKK  
by Country: Top 24

Source: Statistics Faroes

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

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

2014 2015
Russia 1,059,437 1,773,118
USA 659,658 599,317
United Kingdom 660,167 590,230
Denmark 422,285 514,661
Germany 639,397 365,402
China 388,611 359,292
Nigeria 423,089 345,458
Norway 233,345 341,858
Netherlands 340,748 274,358
Italy 174,157 267,948
France 288,248 266,227
Poland 202,392 200,143
Spain 179,191 195,930
Iceland 60,645 126,138
Vietnam 63,217 84,215
Lithuania 63,256 72,153
Sweden 114,265 61,713
Japan 43,285 60,562
Canada 35,609 46,113
Portugal 32,117 45,818
Greenland 28,820 32,153
Australia 0 23,090
Ghana 9,228 22,862
Benin 511 21,892

two, multiplying with a rapidity that takes 
everyone by surprise as their feed sources 
grow and decline with almost equal rapidity.

A dozen or more years ago, mackerel 
were a scarce, carefully guarded species, each 
fish caught treated like a little gold bar as 
quotas were tight and mackerel took some 
hunting. Now mackerel are everywhere from 
the Bay of Biscay to Greenland. There are 
similar tales of cod, herring and a dozen 
other species that have disappeared for a 
while and they never fail to return.

This is far from being a uniquely Faroese 
situation as there are boom and bust tales 
of fish stocks disappearing and inexplicably 
returning that go back centuries, yet admin-
istrations the world over continue to treat 
these resources as if they never change from 
year to year.

The Faroese have often gone their own 
way, apparently in far closer touch with the 
realities of fluctuating stocks and conditions 
that shift and change. All the while, the rest 
of the world appears to be enthralled with 

the so-called free-market principles of Indi-
vidual Transferable Quotas. The Faroese saw 
what effects their brief flirtation with a quota 
system for groundfish in home waters had in 
the mid 1990s and rapidly abandoned the 
experiment as unworkable, switching instead 
to a days-at-sea regime for mixed groundfish 
fisheries and quotas for pelagic species. 

Things have changed. At the top end, 
the fishing business as a whole has become 
more international, more sophisticated. Ver-
tically integrated companies exporting large 
volumes of processed fish share quaysides 
with day boats, while the success and enter-
prise of the relatively larger companies has 
not gone without notice.

The political pressure to make fishing 
pay more for the privilege to catch fish is 
growing, plus there is the opinion that the 
industry needs to be opened up to new-
comers. But with an industry that has been 
slimmed down dramatically, a trend that 
is far from being purely a Faroese one, as 
this is happening across the north Atlantic 

region, the question is where could newcom-
ers fit in? Those players currently making a 
good living out of fishing are in a precarious 
business that could suddenly become dra-
matically less profitable at the stroke of a 
pen—as demonstrated in other countries as 
the Russian embargo took hold. These are 
also operators who have worked long and 
hard through the less easy times to get where 
they are today, taking on debts to invest and 
modernize. Now that the pelagic fishing in-
dustry is in a healthy condition and attractive 
to new entrants, these established operators 
are unlikely to be impressed at being asked 
to step aside for newcomers who have taken 
none of the risks.

The Faroes are nothing unusual in being 
split by political rivalries with wildly dif-
fering opinions and although the long-term 
aims may well be similar, there are very dif-
ferent ideas of how they should be achieved. 
Regardless of the difference, everyone of ev-
ery political stripe has been aware for the last 
eight years that reform of Faroese fisheries 
management was coming after the decision 
in 2007 to recall licenses after a ten-year 
grace period.

“We have reform on the agenda and the 
present licenses expire at the end of 2017,” 
Mr. Joensen noted, making the point that 
it has been well known since 2007 when a 
10-year cap was put in place that this would 
have to be addressed, although the issue is 
only now being addressed seriously, with less 
than two years to go to the deadline.

“There is an acute need for the new sys-
tem to be in place and the present govern-
ment has several things on its mind, mainly 
how fishing can contribute more to the public 

coffers. Also there is pressure for the licens-
ing system to be reformed to allow more open 
access. But the trend has been that the num-
ber of vessels has been going down and there 
is in reality limited scope for newcomers to 
the industry.” 

HEAVY SCRUTINY

The current left-leaning administration 
favors industry reform, and judging by 
the rhetoric, at least on the surface with 
a policy of encouraging fresh blood into 
the fishing business and with the ideal of 
making the industry pay more for every kilo 
it lands.

You can’t help but wonder if those who 
feel the industry should pay more understand 
precisely how central to coastal economies 
fishing companies are. Every penny spent in 
the local shop or at the hairdresser’s came out 
of the codend in one shape or form, contrib-
uting directly to the society around them. 

Is this a determination to tinker simply 
change for change’s sake, or a grab for popu-
lar sympathy—which means votes? 

All around the world we see adminis-
trations making ill-advised and frequently 
counter-productive changes to fisheries man-
agement legislation that can often contradict 

SPECIES 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Atlantic Salmon 1,611,891 1,821,564 2,456,409 2,941,560 2,792,006

NE Atlantic Mackerel 709,994 826,751 803,997 887,004 818,769

Atlantic Cod 512,881 452,489 516,047 540,240 708,507
Atlanto-Scandian Herring 288,543 324,578 409,059 290,672 471,950
Saithe (Coalfish/Coley) 399,562 419,170 330,858 313,713 361,584
Greenland Halibut 62,483 97,176 98,725 111,800 167,599
Blue Whiting 78,192 160,461 133,307 109,724 153,449
Ling 112,282 127,595 106,341 115,888 131,447
Northern Shrimp 86,971 102,597 62,222 104,339 110,216

Capelin 23,483 34,540 61,968 15,572 97,889

Haddock 68,216 62,280 68,144 94,624 96,677

Silver Smelt (Argentine) 125,496 96,610 84,442 83,454 81,658

Tusk 54,678 55,744 40,651 27,927 35,365

Redfish (Ocean Perch) 66,250 37,400 40,027 32,726 33,495

Monkfish 74,139 37,901 16,547 19,215 20,900

MARIA OLSEN

Tórshavn-based inshore 
fisherman Doru Tiberiu  

á Torvlaðnum.

Table showing the Faroe Islands’ 
top seafood markets by country  

with the Russian Federation 
leading by a large margin; 

Pumping fresh catch to the 
Varðin Pelagic processing  

plant at Tvøroyri.

Faroese seafood exports by 
species, with farmed Atlantic 

salmon representing more than 
41 percent of the total export 
value (see charts on page 33).

Longliners landing  
their catch at Toftir.
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the last round of new rules, all the while 
walking on eggshells so as not to upset the 
media and poorly-informed public opinion. 
Is the same thing now happening in the 
Faroes, where the myriad problems of the 
over-complex and unwieldy Common Fish-
eries Policy next door in Europe should be 
clearly visible?

Principles of free-market economics are 
seemingly behind the present government 
thinking on fisheries reform, with a small 
group of highly visible economists (public 
employees, by the way) energetically promot-
ing this policy in the media and presumably 
behind the scenes. Their noticeable lack of 
connection with the industry, and growing 
disconnect between the central administra-
tion and the fishing regions that are essen-
tially the whole of the Faroe Islands apart 
from a part of the capital, is something that 
raises concerns. 

The coverage that the issue in particu-
lar of auctioning fishing rights has received 
in the public arena has undoubtedly swayed 
public opinion, although there are still sub-
stantial questions that need to be answered as 
time ticks past, and 2017 is alarmingly close.

The uncertainty over what the future 
holds is a serious headache for business, re-
sulting in a reluctance to invest coupled to a 
concern over future stability for those who 
have already made investments.

As Tórheðin Jensen at pelagic compa-
ny Varðin pointed out, a system of auctions 
means nobody is sure of access to fish until 
the auction has been concluded and the next 
year always remains an unknown quantity, 
with implications for creditworthiness and 
long-term visibility. 

“If you can’t be sure that you have access 
to the fish, then you don’t get loans,” he said. 

“If you have short-term visibility, then 
we have no choice but to invest on a short-
term basis as well and a long-term strategy 
isn’t possible.”

He added: “We already pay a catch tax 
of 1 dkk per kilo of mackerel fished, 0.20 
dkk per kilo of blue whiting and 0.70 dkk per 
kilo of herring, and we would much prefer to 
pay this catch tax than have to bid for catch 
quotas. That’s only going to have negative 
effects as it strikes at the core of these com-
panies’ economies.” 

Mr. Jensen commented that the catch-
ing sector appears to be under a level of heavy 
scrutiny that the fish farming industry has 
been able to avoid.

OWN VIEWS ON OWNERSHIP

A nine-person commission, of which Mr. 
Joensen is himself a member, has been ap-
pointed by the Ministry of Fisheries to come 
up with proposals, with an August dead-
line to present these to government. Central 
themes for the reform of the fisheries licens-
ing system revolve around issues of allowing 
operators to bid for licenses or short-term 
fishing rights, and the issue of the duration 
of fishing licenses, all of which remain to be 
discussed before recommendations can be 
put to the government.

Understandably, nobody is too keen to 
offer many predictions beyond hazarding 
guesses that a new system could combine 
auctioned quotas with some kind of prefer-
ence in place for those with track records 
behind them, while it remains impossible 
to predict what the other sectors in Faroese 
waters, such as the groundfish trawlers and 
longliners, will have to adjust to in future.

As things stand, part of the fleet oper-
ates under various quota regimes, such as the 
pelagic fleet that operates across Norwegian, 
Icelandic and EU waters as well as within the 
Faroese EEZ, and others fishing in other na-
tions’ waters, while those fishing on Faroese 
grounds work under a days-at-sea regime.

“The bigger companies are more used to 
working with quotas and have mixed feel-
ings about them, but the Faroese groundfish 
companies are generally happy with the days 
at sea,” Mr. Joensen said. 

“The main opposition to a quota system 
for the groundfish in the Faroes is that we 
have very mixed fisheries. The saithe fishery 

is the cleanest groundfish fishery, although 
there’s always some by-catch. But if you 
target cod or haddock with either trawl or 
longline, then you’re always going to get tusk, 
ling and other species with it.” 

“We haven’t got to that yet,” he added. 
“We’re still dealing with the hardcore issue 
of licensing and foreign investment.” 

As far as foreign ownership of fishing 
enterprises is concerned, according to Mr. 
Joensen, the understanding is that foreign 
ownership should be limited to a minority 

shareholding with the decisions taken in the 
Faroes.

“The present Minister of Fisheries 
[Høgni Hoydal] would like to see no for-
eign ownership at all, at least not in fishing 
vessels, although the processing industry is 
a different matter. 

“We have members who are both wholly 
Faroese and partly foreign-owned companies 
so the association doesn’t have a position on 
this—although the members have their own 
views.”

Attaching pump  
for landing pelagic  
fish in Fuglafjørður;
Pair trawlers unloading   
saithe at Runavík (below).

Processing saithe in Leirvík.

Inshore fishing for haddock with 
Anker Dýrdarklett Hansen.
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