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Chapter 13
Societal Transformations and Governance 
Challenges of Coastal Small-Scale 
Fisheries in the Northern Baltic Sea

Pekka Salmi, Milena Arias-Schreiber, and Kristina Svels

Abstract  Our chapter adds a northern dimension to the discussion about the past, 
present and future of small-scale fisheries and their governance. For centuries, 
extraction of fish resources has been of utmost importance in many coastal areas of 
the Baltic Sea and small-scale fisheries have survived due to the robustness of the 
social institutions that have helped them adapt throughout periods of economic and 
social upheaval. Lately, the fishing livelihood has been undergoing a continuous 
process of contraction and concentration in terms of vessel numbers and employ-
ment. Leisure use of water areas, nature conservation and science-based governance 
systems have challenged fishers’ access to fish resources. Especially in the northern 
parts of the Baltic Sea, the viability and future of coastal small-scale fisheries is 
severely challenged by problems caused by fish-eating animals, mainly grey seals 
and cormorants. We draw upon interactive governance theory to compare experi-
ences on Finnish and Swedish small-scale fisheries governance. Our conclusion is 
that the present governance system is incompatible with the small-scale fisheries 
context, and propose creating new co-governance arrangements where small-scale 
fishers’ interests, values and local knowledge are better integrated into a gover-
nance system.

13.1 � Introduction

The Baltic Sea is located in Northern Europe and is considered the second largest 
brackish semi-enclosed water body in the world (Bonsdorff et  al. 2015). With a 
coastline of approximately 1600 km in length and estimated 29 million people liv-
ing within 50 km of the coast (Baltic Sea 2019), it stretches along nine countries 
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including Finland and Russia, the Baltic countries (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania), 
Denmark, Sweden, Poland and Germany.1 Throughout history the availability of 
natural resources has been of crucial importance for coastal inhabitants of the north-
ern Baltic Sea whose coastal waters become ice-covered during the winter. Fish and 
seals have been of major importance dating back to the food cultures of Stone Age 
coastal dwellers (Pääkkönen et al. 2016). Between the 15th and seventeenth century, 
the Baltic Sea including its northern waters were central in the development of the 
important commercial late medieval fishery (Lajus et al. 2013).

Since centuries, coastal fishing has adapted to changing conditions and transfor-
mations in nature and society. During the last 70 years many coastal fishing com-
munities along the Baltic Sea have lost their vitality and, in many locations, the 
remaining coastal fishers are struggling to continue with their livelihoods. At the 
same time, these livelihoods produce environmentally friendly healthy food and 
nutrition as well as maintain cultural and economic values of communities (Waldo 
and Loven 2019). These benefits create opportunities for coastal fishing communi-
ties to develop and self-sustain, yet these fisheries are being increasingly steered and 
restricted from external influences. National and supranational top-down gover-
nance systems, and market-based fisheries management, are among those factors 
(Hultman et al. 2018). Presently, external environmental governance is also affect-
ing Finnish and Swedish small-scale fishers2 allowing populations of seals and cor-
morants to rise which creates further challenges for small-scale fisheries.

While transformations seem to be part of the dynamics of certain social groups, 
at the onset of the twenty-first century the concept of societal transformations has 
emerged in academic, the media and policy spheres to emphasize that radical 
changes are required to tackle major global challenges. The concept is used also to 
point out that small social or technical readjustments will not be enough to for 
example fully implement the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030 or to con-
front global environmental and climate change. Societal transformations are defined 
as “deep and sustained, nonlinear systemic change, generally involving cultural, 
political, technological, economic, social and/or environmental processes” (Linner 
and Wibeck 2020, page 222). As it is regarded non-linear, many outcomes of the 
transformations might be unforeseen and not predictable. The term gained wide 
recognition through Karl Polanyi’s classic book “The Great Transformation”, 
despite its scarcely explicit mention in the book or its use as a synonym for secular 
social change (Merkel et al. 2019). Governance, understood as the formal and infor-
mal processes of collective decision-making, planning, deliberating, and capacity 
building by governmental, market, and civil society actors is inevitably affected by 
societal transformations.

In this chapter, we examine the connections between societal transformations, 
present challenges and future opportunities of the northern Baltic Sea small-scale 
fisheries. The main geographical focus is on the coastlines and archipelagos of 

1 For the purposes of the Helsinki Convention the “Baltic Sea Area” is defined as the Baltic Sea and 
the entrance to the Baltic Sea bounded by the parallel of the Skaw in the Skagerrak at 57° 44.43′N.
2 Throughout this chapter the terms coastal fishers and small-scale fishers are used as synonyms.
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Sweden and Finland, stretching from the Northern Baltic Proper area to the north 
(Fig. 13.1). These regions share similar ecosystem features but also face akin chal-
lenges related to fishing, livelihoods and transformations of their local owner-based 
management systems, where the landowners could use and manage the local fisher-
ies in the past.

Fig. 13.1  The Baltic Sea case study areas in Sweden and Finland. (Source: Authors)
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The northern Baltic Sea coastal fisheries are scantly studied, although it differs 
in many respects from other parts of the Baltic Sea, regarding its particular environ-
mental conditions, historical, cultural and economic settings, and governance sys-
tems. Using interactive governance theory (Kooiman 2003), our core question is 
whether the current governance system fits or harmonize with the system-to-be-
governed. How has this compatibility changed along with societal transformations? 
What have been the consequences of these changes from the perspective of  
small-scale fisheries?

13.2 � Conceptual Framework and Methods

The conceptual framework in this chapter is based on the interactive governance 
theory by Jan Kooiman (2003). This theory provides a suitable framework for study-
ing fisheries governance (Kooiman et  al. 2005). It has been often applied in the 
analysis of fisheries systems (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2019; Partelow et al. 2020) 
and helps examine the interdependencies between the systems being governed and 
the governing systems (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2015). A special feature of inter-
active governance theory is “first identifying the unique characteristics and chal-
lenges of the system to be governed, i.e., the problems and opportunities it presents, 
and then assessing the social organizational factors of governance” (Partelow et al. 
2020). The theory builds upon a three systems model: a system of governing inter-
actions links the governing system and the system-to-be-governed (Fig. 13.2). In the 
fisheries context, governance is a result of the interactions between governing insti-
tutions (the governing system) and the targeted social-natural system (system-to-be-
governed) (Kooiman et  al. 2005). In the Baltic Sea, research on changes in the 
system-to-be-governed has mostly focused on regular assessments of the ecological 
(natural) system which has guided science-based policy and decision-making (Arias 
Schreiber et  al. 2019). However, this scope is insufficient for understanding and 
governing the diverse, complex and dynamic coastal fisheries socio-natural system.

In interactive governance theory, interactions are divided in intentional elements 
and structural modes (Kooiman and Chuenpagdee 2005). Intentional elements are 

Fig. 13.2  The three systems analyzed by Interactive Governance Theory. (Kooiman et al. 2005)
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images, instruments and action. Images come in many types: visions, knowledge, 
facts, judgements, presuppositions, hypotheses, convictions, ends and goals. These 
images constitute the guiding lights as to how and why of governance (Kooiman 
and Bavinck 2005) including background ideas about the major problems and chal-
lenges (Jentoft et al. 2010). An image can be for example the vision that a sustain-
able fishery will be achieved by matching fishing effort to the size of the fish 
populations in a certain area. The main focus in our analysis, however, is on gover-
nance instruments, which is an intermediary element that links images to action. 
Instruments are not a neutral medium; their design, choice and application fre-
quently elicit strife (Kooiman and Bavinck 2005). One’s position in society deter-
mines the range of instruments available. Instruments can be for example policies, 
management plans, governing structures or governance actors’ constellations.

Interactive governance theory distinguishes three types of structural modes: hier-
archical governance, co-governance, and self-governance (Kooiman and Bavinck 
2005). Hierarchical governance is the most classical of the governance modes, char-
acteristic of the top-down interactions between a state and its citizens. This style of 
intervention expresses itself in policies and in law being control and steering key 
concepts in hierarchical governance. In co-governance, societal parties join hands 
with a common purpose in mind and stake their identity and autonomy in this pro-
cess (ibid.). Governance theory contains numerous manifestations of co-modes, 
such as communicative governance, public-private partnerships, networks, regimes, 
and co-management. Co-governance is at the core of governance theory, as the 
necessity of broad participation is, for instance in the context of fisheries, seen as 
essential from a normative and from a practical standpoint (Kooiman and Bavinck 
2005). Finally, self-governance, where actors take care of themselves outside the 
purview of government, is rare in the governance of modern fisheries.

Governance has an analytical but also a normative application. In fisheries and 
coastal governance, governing systems and the system-to-be-governed should often 
be compatible (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2009). Jentoft et al. (2010) emphasize that 
the governing system needs to correspond to images of the system-to-be-governed 
and note that when the system-to-be-governed is perceived to be simple and stable, 
the governing system with a top-down, centralized government pyramid may be 
most effective. Conversely, when the system-to-be-governed is complex and unsta-
ble, the governing image of a rose (a coalition of stakeholder groups) may be more 
desirable (Jentoft et  al. 2010). Similarly, conflicting images among stakeholders 
impact the governability or the quality of governance of a fishing system (Arias 
Schreiber et al. 2019).

Fisheries is not managed in a vacuum (e.g., Jentoft 2000). It is important to study 
societal transformations, because they affect both the system-to-be-governed and 
the governing system. In this chapter, our point of departure is, firstly, that recent 
struggles of coastal fisheries in the northern Baltic Sea are largely due to societal 

13  Societal Transformations and Governance Challenges of Coastal Small-Scale…
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transformations in the governing institutions towards post-productivism,3 globalized 
economies of scale and environmentalisation.4 Secondly, we hold that these trans-
formations shape the compatibility and balance between the governance system and 
the system-to-be-governed, as these transformations affect both fisheries and the 
governance systems, including images, instruments, structures and actions. 
Moreover, we discuss options for striking a better balance broadening the perspec-
tives to understand and steer the future of the northern Baltic Sea.

13.2.1 � Methods

We use secondary documentary sources and draw on an overview of the literature. 
We also use primary material collected by the Baltic Sea Seal and Cormorant 
Transnational Cooperation (TNC) project (Svels et al. 2019) and the project “Fishing 
for solutions: community economies for a coastal rural development in Sweden”. 
For both projects, surveys and semi-structured interviews were used for data collec-
tion. The regular participation of the authors in workshops, meetings and other fora 
where the situation of the small-scale fisheries is analysed and discussed and con-
tinuous dialogues with Baltic fishers during at least the last 5 years contributed also 
to the data collection. In the following sections we describe the empirical contexts 
of small-scale fishing in the Baltic Sea and changes in their governing system. By 
providing regional examples, the next section examines the multiple and changing 
conditions of small-scale fisheries in Finland (Northern Satakunta and the 
Archipelago Sea region) and Sweden (from Östergötland up to the Uppland archi-
pelagos) and their relations to the governance systems. Further, two main contem-
porary governance challenges  – the quota-based management and seals and 
cormorants-related conflicts – are analysed. We finish this chapter with a conclu-
sions section where the theoretical framework is linked to our results.

3 In the post-productivist setting, coastal areas are viewed as sources of individual experiences and 
consumption, as well as places for nature conservation (Rannikko, 2008; Rannikko and 
Salmi, 2018).
4 Environmentalisation is defined as “the adoption of a generic environmental discourse by differ-
ent social groups, as well as the concrete incorporation of environmental justification to legitimate 
institutional, political and scientific practices” (Acselrad, 2010, p. 103). The story of environmen-
talisation reflects an emphasis on ecological values in society and tends to disempower the primary 
producers and other rural people (Marsden, 2004). The change towards environmentalisation can 
be clearly seen in the fisheries sector (Salmi, 2009).

P. Salmi et al.
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13.3 � Transformations of Small-Scale Fishing 
and the Governance System in the Northern Baltic Sea

13.3.1 � The Northern Baltic System-to-Be-Governed

Baltic Sea is one of the world’s largest semi-enclosed bodies of brackish water 
(HELCOM 2021). Eutrophication, caused by nutrient pollution, is a major concern 
in most areas. The only coastal areas not affected by eutrophication are confined to 
the Gulf of Bothnia. Recently, inputs of nitrogen and especially phosphorus to the 
Baltic Sea have been substantially reduced. Living organisms and bottom sediments 
are affected by hazardous substances in all parts of the Baltic Sea (HELCOM 2021). 
In Finland, fish stocks targeted by coastal small-scale fishers have not been under 
serious threat and are recommended as environmentally friendly food (Salmi 2018; 
WWF 2021). The coastal areas of the northern Baltic Sea are ice covered usually for 
3 or 4 months each year, which amplifies the seasonality of capture fisheries.

After WWII, the number of coastal fishers started to decline at the same time 
when trawlers’ landings increased rapidly (Zeller et al. 2011). Numbers of active 
coastal fishers in the Swedish Baltic Sea peaked in 1945 (6000 fishers) and after that 
these numbers fell by a half towards the end of the century (Piriz 2000). Between 
2008 and 2018, the number of coastal vessels in Sweden decreased from 852 to 660 
while in Finland there are still 1413 active fishers left (STECF 2019). The patterns 
in number of coastal fishers in the Baltic Sea are part of a European trend. The 
small-scale fisheries fleet (vessels under 12 m of length) in the European Union 
decreased significantly over the first decade of the twenty-first century, from around 
90 thousand vessels in 2000 to just over 70 thousand in 2010 (Lloret et al. 2018). 
Three countries that were most affected by this decrease, i.e., Lithuania, Poland and 
Sweden, all operated in the Baltic Sea and showed significant decreases (over 30%) 
during that period.

In 2017, the coastal fishing fleet in the Baltic Sea was estimated at 5418 vessels 
and equivalent to 92% of the total Baltic Sea fleet and around 9% of the total fishing 
EU small-scale fishing fleet (Lloret et al. 2018; STECF 2019). Almost 6500 fishers 
are estimated to be involved in this fishery. Landings of coastal fishing in the Baltic 
Sea are notoriously more diverse in comparison with large-scale fisheries. Apart 
from herring and cod which are heavily fished also by large-scale vessels current 
larger economic contribution to the Baltic Sea coastal fishers are yielded by perch, 
eel, and pikeperch (Fig. 13.3). Instead of cod, which is unimportant for the studied 
northern Baltic Sea coastal fisheries, trap net and gill net fishing for European 
whitefish and Baltic salmon are of importance.

The relatively high diversity in the studied fishing culture is explained by the 
extraordinarily and unique climatic and ecological variable conditions in the Baltic 
Sea, which has led to correspondingly large variations in fishing technologies and 
adaptation strategies of the coastal fishers (Eklund 1991).

13  Societal Transformations and Governance Challenges of Coastal Small-Scale…
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Fig. 13.3  Top 5 species landed in value by coastal fishers operating in the Baltic Sea in 2017. 
(Source: STEFC 2019)

Particularly in the northern Baltic Sea coast, alone the fact that fishing waters are 
frozen in the winter-time has led to specific demands for fishing methods. Fishing 
activities are seasonal also due to changes in availability of target species. Hence, 
coastal fishers in these areas employ a large variety of fishing gears including seine 
nets, gill nets, trap nets, long lines among others, and have been since centuries 
commonly shifting between traditional activities such as fishing, farming, forestry 
and shipping. Typically, the economic unit of coastal fishing is the household and 
fishers use small boats for accessing near-by water areas. This means that the above-
mentioned statistical procedure of using vessels as the unit does not fit well with the 
studied northern Baltic Sea small-scale fisheries.

13.3.2 � The Northern Baltic Governing System

Fisheries in the Baltic Sea have always been regulated by local rules since at least 
the 1500s. In these times, harbour authorities of spring-summer fishing settlements 
kept records of the number of fishers, controlled the landings and quality of the 
products, and supervised that fishers did not go fishing on weekends or before the 
daily morning signal, usually by the sound of a horn (Hessle 1934). These authori-
ties were also in charge of collecting the taxes from fishing activities. Over those 
centuries, fisheries resources were considered inexhaustive and fishing regulations 
were limited to organizational matters and the collecting of taxes. Additional local 
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fisheries rules on, for example, the division of revenues from fishing among crews, 
or the procedures to avoid gear collisions in fishing areas, were decided within the 
local fishing community.

In Sweden and Finland, the owner-based fisheries management has been impor-
tant part of the governance system at the local level for centuries. Most of the coastal 
and inland waters are under private ownership and associated with the possession of 
land. In Finland this was codified in a statute in 1766 when Finland was part of 
Swedish territory (Eklund 1994). Later, the system became included in fisheries 
legislation. The landowning farmers were allocated more decision power over fish-
ing in their water areas, and the fishing rights of the landless people – the majority 
of professional fishers – became weaker (Eklund 1994). Within this spatial manage-
ment system, waters inside a line between the outermost islands longer than 100 
meters are private according to the Swedish rule for separating private and public 
waters (Bruckmeier and Neuman 2005).

In the local owner-based system, fisheries management is commonly driven by a 
collective; a shareholders’ association, which jointly represents the interests of indi-
vidual owners in fishery matters. From the commercial fishers’ perspective, prob-
lems in getting fishing user rights have occurred as the management rights are in the 
hands of other groups, like the landowners (Salmi 2012). While the local owner-
based management system still exists, and water owners are according to law 
responsible for managing their fishing waters, new governance institutions and lev-
els have become important players. Swedish and Finnish fisheries governance sys-
tem became highly complex as a result of the coexistence of several systems: 
governmental fisheries management, local fisheries management and public and 
private ownership of coastal waters (Bruckmeier and Neuman 2005). When fisher-
ies management became part of national and later international authority, ecological 
and economic concerns gained attention and little to no attention was given to the 
viability and sustainable development of coastal communities that depended on 
fisheries.

Besides local transformations, external developments in Europe and worldwide 
contributed to shaping the current governance of the Baltic Sea. Firstly, the threats 
to fish stocks from fishing became acknowledged and the “cod wars” between the 
UK and Iceland triggered the process which ultimately led to the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982 (see Nakamura Ch. XX in this book). As 
threats of overfishing and environmental degradation, in particular euthrophication, 
in the Baltic Sea become notorious and fisheries governance went national – and 
later international – the regulating and governing actors expanded accordingly. In 
1980, the first Convention on the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic 
Sea Area, known as the Helsinki Convention, was signed.

The governance of fisheries in European seas including the Baltic Sea changed 
substantially with the institutionalization of the European Union Common Fisheries 
Policy (CFP), which has served as the overarching governing framework for fisher-
ies management in all European Union member states through its directives and 
regulations. Finland and Sweden became EU members in 1995. Prior to 2004 and 
the inclusion of Poland and the Baltic countries (Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia) into 
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the EU, the states bordering the Baltic Sea managed fisheries issues multilaterally 
via the International Baltic Sea Fisheries Commission (IBSFC).

The Baltic Sea fisheries governance has been described lately as a complex, 
multi-level governance case (Burns and Stöhr 2011) where different actors from a 
variety of sectors interact to steer formal and informal processes to achieve collec-
tive (socially) beneficial outcomes. Over the last decades, governance in the Baltic 
Sea region has witnessed a process of “Europeanisation” at a significant incremen-
tal level (Gilek et al. 2016; Zeller et al. 2011) where not only fisheries but also the 
environmental governance system plays important roles.

In the following we describe cases about how the above-described changes in the 
governing structures and principles have affected the systems-to-be-governed, 
namely the small-scale fisheries along the northern Baltic Sea coasts.

13.4 � Regional Examples of Transformations in Small-Scale 
Fisheries in the Northern Baltic Sea

13.4.1 � Northern Satakunta Region

In the Northern Satakunta region, on the Finnish West coast, the heyday of com-
mercial fishing was at the end of the 1910s, when a general shortage of food sup-
plies increased the demand for Baltic herring especially during wartime (Salmi and 
Salmi 2009). At that time boats were progressively being equipped with motors 
which increased efficiency and reduced workload. However, a new fishing method, 
trap net fishing for Baltic herring, was adopted slowly among the professional fish-
ers in the Northern Satakunta region. In spite of the tensions over fishing rights, 
contradictions between the local owners of the fishing rights and the professional 
fishers were not as severe in the Northern Satakunta region as it was the case in 
archipelago areas in South-west Finland (Salmi 2018).

After WWII the number of fishers in the region declined rapidly and traditional 
coastal fishing methods and operation models were reassessed and renewed in many 
ways (Salmi and Salmi 2010). The number of commercial fishers in the major fish-
ing village Merikarvia decreased to less than one half in 30  years. New fishing 
methods were adopted; for example, stationary long line fishing for Baltic salmon 
in autumn months became widely appreciated as it enabled the sharing of economic 
risks through fishing co-operation. The episode of stationary long line fishing started 
a wider strategic change in the commercial fishing in the region, as the fishing 
moved from Baltic herring towards targeting river-spawning species: Baltic salmon 
and European whitefish. Moreover, targeted species were affected by the damming 
of rivers for the purposes of electric power production and forestry. The consequent 
decline was partly compensated by restocking of fish fingerlings.

P. Salmi et al.



305

Trawling for Baltic herring started in the 1950s but this capital-intensive method 
failed to attract the Northern Satakunta fishers, who considered the striving of eco-
nomic profit as morally dubious (Salmi and Salmi 2010). At the beginning of the 
1960s driftnet fishing for European whitefish was invented along with the introduc-
tion of synthetic fibres in fishing nets (Salmi 2011). Fishers were paid good prices 
for the large-sized European whitefish. Therefore, driftnet fisheries for European 
whitefish soon became an important element in the fishing culture of the Northern 
Satakunta coast.

Unlike today, opportunities for fishing livelihoods before the 1960s were less 
often directly affected by the state – whether supporting or restricting the livelihood. 
The major legislative issue was connected to the definition of water ownership and 
access rights for the fishers. Thus, the local community, alongside fishers’ life 
modes and identities, was of major importance in responding and adapting to trans-
formations in the society. During the last 50 years however, the role and effects of 
the national and international levels of governance, and especially measures for 
biodiversity protection, have substantially increased.

In the 1980s the Baltic salmon stocks increased in abundance partly due to 
restocking programs. In addition to using long lines to fish Baltic salmon, fishers 
started to use trap nets. No local license had previously been needed as salmon fish-
ing was operated outside the privately owned water areas. With time, state-initiated 
regulations for Baltic salmon fisheries have become stricter and increased in com-
plexity over the last 30 years. In the 1980s the salmon fishery was regulated by 
closed seasons and by restricting the number of fishing gears (Salmi and Salmi 
1998). As a consequence of new top-down fishing policies, which were found 
unreasonable by fishers, a national fishery organization, the Finnish Fishermen’s 
Association, was founded to defend their rights.

Much later, drift net fishing was banned by the EU in 2008 legitimated by the 
protection of the Baltic Sea harbour porpoise. This decision terminated not only 
open sea netting for Baltic salmon, but also the drift net fishing for Baltic herring, 
adopted already in 1861, and later for European whitefish, and to some extent also 
trout and salmon (Saiha 2009). Small-scale fishers considered the ban to be an 
example of centralized decision making based on insufficient knowledge, as, for 
instance, porpoises seldom entered Finnish coastal areas (Salmi and 
Mellanoura 2019).

The current situation was examined in an annual national survey that monitors 
changes in commercial fishing. Fishers in the municipality of Merikarvia stated that 
the seal-induced losses had increased in 2017 (Setälä et al. 2018) and that the effects 
of the seals, accompanied with the cormorants, pose the greatest threat to their fish-
ing livelihood. In addition, the local herring and salmon fishers are affected by the 
launching of the transferrable quota system, which is often considered to increase 
bureaucracy rather than to enhance independent decision making in fishing opera-
tion. The consequences of the quota system and the seal and cormorant-induced 
conflicts will be in more detail studied in Sect. 13.5 below.
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13.4.2 � Archipelago Sea Region

The Archipelago Sea, South-west Finland, consists of unique coastal landscape 
with shallow water areas between thousands of islands, skerries and fragmented 
shorelines (Salmi 2018). Extraction of fish resources has been of utmost impor-
tance. Baltic herring was landed for centuries cooperatively during the ice cover 
period by winter seining methods. Tensions between the professional fishers and the 
land-owning peasants became evident in the 1920s, causing more severe and long-
lasting contradictions within the local communities than those in the Northern 
Satakunta region. In the inner waters of the archipelago local peasants had started, 
in addition to seine nets, capturing Baltic herring by large trap nets. The break-
through of trap nets for herring occurred after WWI. With this method, the land-
owners captured large quantities of herring during the spawning season in spring, 
which created conflicts with the full-time gill net fishers in the outer archipelago 
(Eklund 1991, 1994).

In 1934 the number of commercial fishers in the southern parts of the Archipelago 
Sea was 3447, of them 42% being full time fishers (Salmi 2018). The golden era of 
the archipelago fisheries lasted until the end of WWII.  After the war, fisheries 
started to lose their position as co-providers of welfare and nutrition, and conse-
quently the number of commercial fishers declined. Already in the 1930s the 
demand for salted herring started to decline as a consequence of the reduced pur-
chasing power of the consumers after the depression and import restrictions and 
new preservation methods for fish products (Jónsson 2009). For centuries, live 
pikes, perches and other species were transported from the archipelago especially to 
Stockholm and Helsinki, where fish demand had grown (Eklund 1991). This well-
boat shuttle continued until the 1950s when Sweden forbid the import of live fish 
(Soldéus 2013).

In some islands the traditional fishing peasant livelihood still continued; root 
crops were produced on small fields and the Baltic herring was smoked in order to 
gain added value. Cattle were also a part of this self-sufficient economy. Processing, 
transportation and marketing chains in the archipelago were underdeveloped, as the 
Finnish state prioritized the development of agriculture. While agriculture was gen-
erously subsidized, the archipelago and coastal fishing was being supported only in 
the late 1960s, once the former fishing villages were transformed to sites for agri-
culture, recreation and services (Eklund 1991). The adoption of industrial trawling 
since the 1950s moved part of the fishing activities away from the archipelago and 
contributed to its depopulation (Jaatinen 1961).

Still in the 1970s nearly half of the archipelago inhabitants were employed in 
primary production, like agriculture and fisheries (Andersson and Eklund 1999). 
Thereafter the importance of primary production has decreased as recreational 
activities, shipping and nature protection became more significant. A new fisheries 
innovation, rearing of rainbow trout in net cages in the sea, was introduced and 
partially transformed the ‘capture economy’ into ‘fish culture’. Moreover, new post-
productivistic interests, e.g., summer cottage dwellings and nature conservation, 
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captured large archipelago and coastal water areas without prior discussions with 
the fisheries sector. Also the number of recreational fishers multiplied. Regarding 
several fish species, the annual landings by recreational fishers exceed those by the 
commercial fishers. Furthermore, recreational rod fishers have successfully gained 
fishing rights and easy access to fishing waters (Salmi 2012). Especially the launch-
ing of the province-wide lure fishing fee system in 1997 raised bitterness among 
water owners as the new state-organized license system narrowed local opportuni-
ties for managing local recreational fisheries – the local owners could not anymore 
control rod fishing in their waters. Environmental conservation has intensified in the 
study area since the 1970s along with initiations for establishing national and inter-
national protected areas. Commercial fisheries find the expanded spatial occupation 
by nature conservation interests problematic (Salmi 2018) due to the restrictions of 
access and overlapping protective zones (Svels 2017).

Parallel to diminishing availability and demand for the Baltic herring, the archi-
pelago fishers have relied on other fish species like perch, pikeperch and European 
whitefish. Lately pikeperch stocks built up and occupied wider areas in the archi-
pelago, and compensated for the reduced herring landings. Yet, after the turn of the 
millennium increased seal and cormorant populations have created the greatest 
threat to the viability of commercial fishing (Salmi 2015). The effects of the grey 
seals have also changed the fishing locations; instead of more open archipelago 
waters the best pikeperch catches are currently yielded in sheltered and shallow 
coastal fishing grounds (Saarinen 2013). Archipelago fishers have traditionally 
relied on local support whereas the state and authorities are more often perceived as 
restricting fishers’ operations and independence (Salmi 2005). The ownership of 
waters has partly shifted to the summer cottage dwellers, not inevitably willing to 
grant licenses for commercial fishing. This challenges fishers who have tried to 
move their pikeperch fisheries towards more shallow waters. Moreover, the mini-
mum size of pikeperch in the Archipelago Sea commercial fishing was, by law, 
raised to 40  cm in 2019. Fishers objected the change doubting the idea that the 
pikeperch stocks were endangered (Sonck-Rautio 2019).

13.4.3 � From Östergötland to Uppland Archipelago

Fishing, farming and animal husbandry have been important livelihoods in the his-
tory of several archipelago areas in Östergötland, Sweden (Norr et al. 2018). The 
land and water are connected in use, ownership and livelihoods alike, as in the 
above case of the Finnish Archipelago Sea. Fishing is one element of archipelago 
peoples’ identity and one part of the pluriactivity providing income to the perma-
nent population. In Hållnäs on the Uppland coast, fishing culture and its specific life 
mode has been important for local identity as well as supporting local tourism using 
fishers’ knowledge and stories in creating tourism products (Rådberg et al. 2018).  
In spite of traditions and the importance of fishers’ livelihood recruitment of new 
fishers is challenging.
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In the southern part of the Östergötland coast, in Valdemarsvik, Baltic herring 
and eel capturing has dominated. In the past, Baltic herring was targeted in winter 
and spring by seine nets near the bays and by gill nets in the outer archipelago. Later 
trawling was adopted and consequently the Baltic herring landings substantially 
increased. Eel was fished in late summer and in autumn with trap nets. Today, there 
are only a few commercial fishers in Valdemarsvik, while in S:t Anna’s archipelago, 
another part of Östergötland coast, there is only one fisher left (Norr et al. 2018).

On the Swedish Baltic Sea coast recreational rod fishing has been free since 
1985. The lack of charges and regulation has been criticized as it is considered to 
hamper management of local fish resources (Norr et al. 2018). In the Östhammar-
Singö archipelago on the Uppland coast, narrowed economic opportunities for the 
local management organization irritated water owners, as they found unjust that one 
group could operate without fees and others needed pay for the funding of the fish-
ery management. This situation is similar to local perceptions regarding the wid-
ened rights of rod fishing in the Finnish Archipelago Sea (Salmi 2002). People on 
the Swedish Baltic Sea coast have found that ‘free rod fishing’ is a consequence of 
general change in fisheries policies towards downplaying the local level management.

According to the Swedish archipelago fishers, fisheries policy has contributed to 
supporting large-scale fisheries at the expense of small-scale fisheries (Norr et al. 
2018). Fishers claim they have been neglected by the society while large-scale 
trawling has been supported. Small-scale fishers state difficulties in following new 
requirements which necessitate investing, e.g., new fish processing facilities, and 
bureaucracy has increased. Similarly, water owners of the Östhammar-Singö archi-
pelago were convinced that the large-scale trawlers caused damaging effects on the 
environment and fish stocks (Salmi 2002). Fishers in the Hållnäs region state that 
small-scale fishing is a sustainable way to utilize the sea resources and that the live-
lihood supports development of local communities (Rådberg et al. 2018).

Fishers in the Östergötland archipelago state that the price and demand for local 
fish is good (Norr et al. 2018). Thus, opportunities for small-scale fishing could be 
seen as promising, nevertheless the core problem is that the landings by the remain-
ing small number of fishers are too small to revitalize a fishing industry. This is due 
to the seals and cormorants that reduce catches and discourage fishers participation. 
In Hållnäs, fishers process their catch for direct sale to tourists during the summer, 
claiming they could sell more provided they had better opportunities to decide what 
and where to fish as it was in the past for small-scale fishing (Rådberg et al. 2018).

The contemporary seal and cormorant-induced problems were highlighted both 
in the Östergötland archipelago and in Hållnäs (Norr et  al. 2018; Rådberg et  al. 
2018). During interviews with local fishers made in 2018 it became clear that espe-
cially the seal population had exploded within 2  years. Seals are allowed to be 
hunted, but the hunter must be accompanied by a registered commercial fisher (Norr 
et al. 2018). Seal hunting in the Swedish archipelago, like in Finland, is hampered 
also by the EU ban of trading seal products (European Union 2009a). Fishers are 
displeased with the compensation payments because they are bound with turnover 
instead of the amount of losses. Likewise, cormorants eat a lot of fish. In Hållnäs, 
informants said that although protective hunting of cormorant is allowed, the 
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amounts are too small to make a difference (Rådberg et al. 2018). Seals, cormorants 
and authorities are perceived as prime factors of Hållnäs fishers’ problems as they 
feel powerless and not recognized in the decision-making process. In this area the 
number of commercial fishers has decreased between 1930 and 2018 from 250 to 
only two fishers left (Rådberg et al. 2018).

13.5 � Contemporary Governance Challenges 
in the Northern Coasts

The studied examples of coastal small-scale fisheries in the northern Baltic Sea have 
shown capacity to adapt to a variety of changes. Despite this potential, recent soci-
etal transformations driven by post-productivist governance images, instruments 
and structures have changed, and become increasingly pivotal for the existence of 
this fishery. Alongside these developments, this section focuses on two core issues 
that challenge the northern Baltic Sea small-scale fisheries: market-based gover-
nance and natural predators-related conflicts.

13.5.1 � Quota Management as a Market-Based 
Governance Instrument

The quota management (individual transferable quota, ITQ) was introduced as an 
instrument for fisheries governance widely during the twentieth century (Hultman 
et al. 2018). A basic idea is that individual ‘ownership’ of fishing quotas, combined 
with a free market for the selling and buying of these quotas, will foster a more 
economically efficient and sustainable fishing sector. These quota systems arrived 
in the northern Baltic Sea more recently. In Sweden, individual and transferable 
quotas were introduced in 2009 in the large-scale pelagic (herring and alike species) 
fisheries and later individual quotas with annual leasing were set up in the demersal 
(cod and alike species) fisheries (Hultman et al. 2018). The pelagic ITQ system was 
introduced for a period of 10 years (Stage et al. 2016) and was renewed for the same 
period in 2019, while for the demersal fisheries the individual quota system was a 
provisional regulation which ended in 2018 and was not renewed in 2019 (Arias 
Schreiber et  al. 2019). Finland introduced individual quotas (more specifically: 
transferable fishing concessions, TFCs) in the Baltic herring and Baltic salmon fish-
eries in 2017.

According to Hultman et  al. (2018) quota markets have been contested and 
opposed by large groups of fishers, and the implications have been subject to public 
debate in Nordic countries. This introduction of market mechanisms in the distribu-
tion of fishing quotas and rights has changed the previous economic and social base, 
and hence the very basic conditions for the coastal fishing sectoral development.  
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It is evident that this policy change has favoured volume-based large-scale fisheries 
(Hultman et al. 2018) in comparison to small-scale fisheries. The impacts of the ITQ 
system for the coastal fisheries in Sweden have not been systematically evaluated 
and are a matter of debate.

In contrast to the Swedish quota system, the Finnish system also covers small-
scale coastal fishing. According to a survey made in 2018, many Finnish fishers 
were sceptical of the benefits of the newly launched system, especially for the 
coastal small-scale Baltic herring and Baltic salmon fisheries (Salmi et al. 2019). 
The system was considered complicated, bureaucratic and unsuitable for the sea-
sonal trap net fishing for Baltic herring and Baltic salmon. These views are similar 
with those among the Northern Satakunta fishers (Sect. 13.4). Baltic salmon fishers, 
however, found a positive aspect of the quota system, as it enabled partial relieving 
of temporal regulation in Baltic salmon fisheries (Salmi et al. 2019).

13.5.2 � Natural Predators-Related Conflicts; Governing Seals, 
Cormorants and Fisheries

Environmental and predators-related themes have emerged along with the post-
productivist transition not only in the public discourse but also in governance insti-
tutions and practices of coastal resource utilization. The increased seal and 
cormorant populations (‘natural predators’) form the greatest contemporary conflict 
issue for commercial fisheries in most parts of the Baltic Sea coast and challenge the 
future of small-scale fisheries also in the studied Finnish and Swedish coastal loca-
tions (Sect. 13.4).

Seals’ and cormorants’ impacts on coastal fishing livelihood can be divided in 
six types: damage to fishing gear, damages in caught fish, reduction of catches by 
taking fish from the gear and fishing grounds, reduction of catches due to changes 
in fish stocks and behavior, an increase of the work load, and an increase of the 
operation costs of fishing (Svels et  al. 2019). The seal-induced impacts are per-
ceived as considerable or serious in nearly all the studied Baltic Sea coastal areas 
and the cormorant-induced impacts are usually considered less serious than those of 
seals (Arias Schreiber and Gillette 2021).

The multi-level and sectored governance systems have been unable to solve the 
conflicts, although technological measures have provided partial mitigation of the 
seal-induced problems (Salmi 2009; Svels et al. 2019). In general, perspectives on 
seal politics are steeply divided between fisheries and hunting organizations on one 
hand and nature conservationists and environmental administrators on the other. 
The former groups want to restrict the seal population and the latter like to restrict 
hunting and enhance conservation. Similar tensions are present in the cormorant 
conflict, where environmental perspectives hold more power, largely due to the cor-
morants’ status as non-hunted species under the EU Bird Directive (European 
Union 2009b).
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Grey seals can be hunted with certain limitations in Finland and Sweden. The 
motivation for hunting is, however, often low due to the EU ban for the trade of seal 
products (European Union 2009a). In the cormorant case derogation permits can be 
locally applied for harassment, shooting or oiling eggs. Fishers call for wider oppor-
tunities for hunting seals and cormorants as the primary choice of governance 
instrument (Svels et al. 2019. Active hunting near fishing gear may improve catches 
for a couple of days, nevertheless fishers stress that over time it will affect the 
behavior of the animals, becoming yet again more fearful towards humans. The fish-
ers interviewed by the TNC project (Svels et al. 2019) recommend that killed ani-
mals should be considered a resource; thus, a repeal of the EU ban for trading seal 
products is considered to be central for this option. The opinion is divided regarding 
the role of monetary compensations as a governance tool for mitigating the animal-
human contradictions. Development of fishing technology has been considered as a 
primary instrument in the mitigation of the seal-induced problems, as gear develop-
ment aims to enable commercial fishers to continue their livelihood without chal-
lenging the protection of seal populations (Svels et al. 2019).

National and local management plans have been made for seals and cormorants 
in Sweden and Finland. The process of making the plans may support learning and 
finding common ground among stakeholders and interest groups. However, the final 
plans are typically science-based and lack recommendations for improving the 
institutional arrangements and efficient governance tools for conflict mitigation 
(Petersson et al. 2012). Discussion on inclusion of local knowledge in the conflict 
mitigation processes has been controversial (Bruckmeier and Höj Larsen 2008).

13.6 � Conclusions: Societal Transformations and Governance

Changes and challenges of the Baltic Sea natural system including its fishing stocks 
has been extensively researched while social changes in the fisheries system, and in 
particular related to coastal small-scale fisheries, have been seldom addressed (Arias 
Schreiber et al. 2019). The lack of research persists despite significant transforma-
tions that have been witnessed in the governing system and the way it affects the 
small-scale fisheries sector. This chapter has focused on the changing govern sys-
tems and their compatibility with small-scale fisheries operated on the northern 
coasts and archipelagos of the Baltic Sea. The presented case studies show that a 
minor number of northern Baltic Sea coastal fishers have been able to adapt and 
continue their livelihood in current difficult circumstances. Adaptation to the pres-
ent challenges, especially the quota systems and the natural predators-related con-
flicts, is, more than ever, in the hands of the governors, their images of the small-scale 
fisheries, and the functionality of the governance structures.

Societal transformation towards post-productivism, globalized economics of 
scale and environmentalisation with a multilevel hierarchic science-based gover-
nance, have shaped both the system-to-be-governed, namely the studied small-scale 
fishers and their communities, and the fisheries governance systems. Under a 
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post-productivism context, coastal areas provide individual experiences, touristic 
attractions and places for nature conservation where commercial fishing is not val-
ued. Globalized economics of scale allow for large amounts of imports of cheap 
seafood that tends to limit marketing opportunities of the coastal fishers. Moreover, 
since ecological concerns are prioritized in the current governance system, science-
based hierarchical governance has turned small-scale fisheries voices and knowl-
edge irrelevant for fisheries management. The reduced number of small-scale fishers 
are not well organized and their participation and values are rarely considered in the 
decision-making process (Arias Schreiber et al. 2019). The governance challenges 
are substantial as the system-to-be-governed has become more diverse, complex 
and dynamic along with arrival of new interests and values, such as those of the 
environmental movement and recreational users of the area. Many fishers have 
coped with the new situation by adopting new strategies that make use of the 
increased demand, for instance, for environmentally friendly niche products 
(Hultman et al. 2018). However, the narrowing scope of action, bureaucracy and 
consequent reduced independence poses a challenge for recruiting new generations 
of coastal fisheries.

Figure 13.4 connects our theoretical framework of interactive governance with 
the elements and systems relevant for the studied Baltic Sea small-scale fisheries. 
Main changes in the governing mode have been described as a shift from local 
owner-based governance to a hierarchic science-based fisheries and environmental 
governance. In the past the local community was of major importance in responding 
and adapting to transformations in society. During the last 50 years the role of the 

Fig. 13.4  Interactive governance framework adjusted for the analysis of the societal transforma-
tion and governance challenges of the small-scale fisheries in the Northern Baltic Sea. (Modified 
on the basis of Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2009 and Kooiman et al. 2005)
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national and international levels of governance has become central. At the same 
time the societal transformations have brought new governance principles, struc-
tures and practices that have increasingly affected coastal small-scale fisheries. As 
our analysis shows, neither the local level governance has been free of contradic-
tions. Tensions regarding fishing opportunities of professional fishers vis-á-vis land 
owners, who possess more power in  local fisheries management, have provoked 
obstinate conflicts in the studied archipelago fisheries until today.

Northern coastal fishers perceive that the hierarchic science-based systems 
enhance large-scale fisheries, and do not take the coastal fishers’ interests, values 
and cultures properly into account. These perceptions are visible e.g., in the pre-
sented examples of the drift net ban, the natural predators-fisheries conflicts and the 
transferable quota system. The quota systems form a governance instrument that fits 
well with fisheries based on mobility, large investments, and economies of scale to 
achieve profitability. This is in contrast to small-scale fishers who lack financial 
capital, and normally avoid large investments (Arias Schreiber et  al. 2019). In 
Finland small-scale fishers considered that the consequent distributional outcomes, 
were not properly taken into account when launching the quota system.

It is not far-fetched to conclude that the fisheries and environmental governance 
systems are incompatible with the system-to-be-governed, small-scale fisheries in 
the northern parts of the Baltic Sea. How can a better balance be achieved? There is 
an obvious need for improvements both regarding structural modes and intentional 
elements. The emergence of hierarchic science-based governance structure is 
largely behind the problems, but there is no turning back to self-governance if that 
ever existed. However, a narrowly science-based governance approach does not 
guarantee a fitting to small-scale fisheries values and interests. The third and most 
promising alternative is co-governance where small-scale fishers’ interests, values 
and local knowledge are integrated into a governance system that considers eco-
nomic, ecological and also social sustainability concerns. At present the EU-funded 
Fisheries Local Action Groups provide an opportunity for small-scale fishers also in 
the northern coasts of the Baltic Sea to collaborate widely and get support for apply-
ing locally relevant survival strategies (Salmi and Svels 2022). New networks and 
hands-on collaboration with the fishers may raise the awareness of small-scale fish-
ers’ challenges and every-day life, which is needed for improving compatibility in 
the governance interactions.

Governance collaboration, creating better balance and wider awareness of small-
scale fisheries, could thus enhance the overall sustainability of the Baltic Sea coastal 
regions. Similarly, the science-based policy setting needs to rely on more disciplines 
than just the ones that provide knowledge on ecological and economic aspects 
within the complex fisheries system. Transdisciplinary research that includes the 
co-production of knowledge with resource users offers an alternative in this regard. 
As this chapter shows, interactive governance theory is well fitted for analyzing the 
modes and elements in the complex governing systems that affect opportunities for 
small-scale fisheries in the constantly changing system-to-be-governance.
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