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Explanations on the ICES advice for 2023 

 

North Sea herring 

The spawning stock biomass of North Sea herring has fluctuated between 1.2 and 2.4 million 

tonnes since the late 1990s. A sharp decline in the spawning stock in the mid-1990s led to 

drastic catch restrictions. As a result, the stock recovered. Since 1996, the spawning stock 

biomass has been within safe biological limits and fishing mortality has been consistently below 

FMSY.  

Despite the good stock status, herring recruitment has been below average since 2003. Only 

2013 produced a stronger year class. Catches of herring larvae on the spawning grounds show 

that sufficient amounts of larvae continue to hatch. However, most of them do not reach the 

juvenile stage. The reasons for this have not been conclusively clarified. As a result of low 

juvenile production, the population has been declining continuously in recent years. 

Currently, there is no agreed management plan for North Sea herring between the EU, the UK 

and Norway. The catch advice follows the MSY approach. Fishing mortality is below FMSY and 

spawning stock biomass is above the relevant reference points. However, the biomass is slowly 

decreasing as mentioned above. Therefore, the ICES advice for 2023 has been reduced by 22% 

compared to last year and is 414,886 tonnes (of which 403,813 tonnes are for human 

consumption).  

In addition to the A-fleet for human consumption, there is also an industrial fishery in the North 

Sea for the production of fish meal and fish oil (B-fleet). Since it is mainly juvenile herring that is 

taken as bycatch in the sprat fishery, this fleet segment has its own total catch limit for herring 

bycatch (expected to be 11,073 t in 2023).  

Herring stocks from the North Sea and the Baltic Sea mix and are caught together off the 

southern Norwegian coast, in the Skagerrak/Kattegat and in the western Baltic Sea. For spring 

spawning herring from the western Baltic Sea, Skagerrak and Kattegat, ICES recommends a 

fishing ban for 2023 due to its poor stock status. Therefore, the corresponding 

recommendations for catch shares of North Sea herring in the areas mentioned have also been 

set to zero. 



In addition to catch data and biological sampling from fisheries, various time series from 

scientific research trips (herring larval survey, juvenile herring abundance, bottom trawl 

catches) are also used in the stock assessment. In addition, acoustic measurements of the 

number and strength of the herring shoals are used. Therefore, the quantity and quality of 

input data are very good compared to many other stock assessments.  
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