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GERMAN FISHERIES HISTORY 
 

A comprehensive picture about the development of the German fisheries in history  
 
Prior to 1880, the German fishing activities were mainly based on small scale, rather artisanal, inshore fishery 
activities in the Baltic, the North Sea and in freshwater. The fishing activities in the sea were accomplished with 
small, sail-powered fishing boats (“Helgoländer Schaluppen” and “Finkenwerder” fishing boats) which operated 
in the estuaries of the large rivers and in the German Bight. The yield was mainly supplied to local markets. 
Actually, until the second half of the 19th century, the fishing grounds in the Atlantic Ocean were unknown to the 
German fishery. 
 
In 1884, a German fish wholesaler contracted a shipyard in Geestemünde to build the first German fishing vessel 
for open sea fishery (“Sagitta”), copying one of the first English fishing vessels, the “Prince Consort". Sagitta was 
powered by a steam engine with 260 hp, and was able to operate in remote places, e.g. in Icelandic waters. In 
1885, the fishing vessel “Sagitta” started to her first fishing trip and this can be considered as the 
commencement of the German open sea fishing activities. In the very beginning of Germans open sea fishery 
activities, just around 1 000t of seafish were delivered in the harbor of Geestemünde (Tab.1) and can be 
considered as a local activity only. 
 
 

Year 1872 1873 1874 1875 1876 1877 1878 

Landed seafish (t) 430 775 840 945 1245 779 1052 

 
Table 1: Seafish delivered to the harbour of Geestemünde from 1872 to 18781 

 
In the beginning, long-line fisheries was practiced from the first German fishing vessel “Sagitta”, however soon 
the bottom trawl was invented and replaced the rather inefficient long-line fishery and provided quickly 
profitable results; in consequence of this promising business in 1900, the capacity of the German open ocean 
fishing fleet was quickly grown up to 123 trawlers. In the beginning, many of these steam trawlers operated in 
the open North Sea and as a consequence the pressure on the fish stocks in this area was increasing and the 
fishing companies were looking for new opportunities. Particularly Iceland was considered as a promising fishing 
area for Germany's young steam trawler fleet. 
 
The "North Sea Fisheries Convention", regulating fishery in the North Sea outside the coastal waters was 
adopted already in 1882. This international agreement was based upon the concept dividing into the high sea 
area - not subject to any restrictions regarding use - and the coastal territorial waters under the jurisdiction of 
the adjacent states. The further development of open-sea fishing activities of the German fishing vessels was 
depending mainly on the fishing regions upon which were not subject to national regulations. Due to the fact 
that the catch had to be stored on ice, the duration of the fishing expeditions was limited and the fishing regions 
of the Northwest Atlantic were not yet a focus of the German shipping companies, which rather operated in 
areas such as Bear Island and Spitsbergen. Until World War II, the major fishing area of the German trawler was 
the North Sea and the regions off Iceland. A summary of the activities and the fishing yield in this period (1993 to 
1922) is depicted in Tab. 2.  
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Source: Baartz, Roland: Entwicklung und Strukturwandel der deutschen Hochseefischerei unter besonderer Berücksichtigung ihrer 
Bedeutung für Siedlung, Wirtschaft und Verkehr Cuxhavens. Hamburg-Stuttgart 1991. 
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 Year North Sea   Island   Total   

  
Number  
of trips 

Days  
at sea 

Yield t/ 
year 

Number 
of trips 

Days  
at sea 

Yield t/ 
year 

Number of 
trips 

Days at 
sea 

Yield t/ 
year 

1893 951 8162 7428 4 53 41 1093 8493 8651 

1894 1306 9780 10673 _ — — 1387 10332 11423 

1895 1379 10494 11456 1 15 151 1517 11561 12803 

1896 1466 11545 10208 16 240 359 1721 13609 12703 

1897 1131 9285 7138 40 594 838 1636 13801 12057 

1898 850 6862 4865 40 601 1041 1780 15285 13773 

1899 761 6351 3773 93 1379 2171 1772 16233 14199 

1900 854 7221 4293 138 2148 3493 1794 16467 15141 

1901 1007 8365 5392 156 2487 4760 1858 16672 15098 

1902 1021 8104 7273 163 2683 5094 2043 17717 20276 

1903 952 7343 7382 239 4113 7811 2138 19666 24766 

1905 1943 16405 12522 402 6826 13200 4139 41320 41870 

1906 2078 17366 16344 518 3052 20318 4390 44672 56499 

1907 2387 21266 19683 607 11012 20073 4917 51934 61212 

1908 2860 26412 24726 700 13034 20443 5419 58328 64106 

1909 2997 28141 27643 745 13486 26763 5334 57936 69597 

1910 3060 28723 28357 831 15311 29016 5089 56178 67761 

1911 3230 29725 31623 870 16045 30803 5010 55332 72271 

1912 3476 30864 37750 791 14590 30601 5186 56183 83932 

1913 3563 32318 36861 786 14608 31487 5522 60423 86860 

1914 2091 18996 20615 530 9817 23505 3279 35346 50774 

1915 809 6269 11752 --- — --- 1194 10289 15791 

1916 227 1403 1360 --- — --- 340 2879 2406 

1917 710 4808 5678 --- — --- 820 6282 6730 

1918 1427 10765 14560 --- — --- 1460 11182 14997 

1919 3913 34694 57352 116 2476 3888 4290 40109 67309 

1920 3367 37537 69749 755 15220 43087 4612 58653 123757 

1921 4149 44674 68911 682 14091 35338 5234 63568 112040 

1922 3807 42029 66190 919 18414 44779 5265 66926 120714           

Table 2: German fishing fleet from 1893 – 1922. Number of fishing trips, days at sea, yield in t/year. Results from the two 
major fishing grounds, the North Sea and Iceland. Prior to 1905: landings in Bremerhaven-Geestemünde only, from 1905 all 
German fishery harbors2.  

 
For the major fishing ports on the North Sea coast, Bremerhaven/Geestemünde, Cuxhaven, Hamburg and 
Altona, the development of German open-sea fishery was a major driver of prosperity. The fishery itself as well 
as the related processing industry and the shipyards with the supply industry were a major factor for the 
economic development in these cities in this period.  
 
When the National Socialist became in power in Germany, in the beginning of the 30th, their attempt to become 
autarkic from foreign food supply (self-sufficiency policy) led to a strong intensification of the open-sea or long-
distance fishery. The boom was supported previously from the fact that fish was considered a low-cost 
alternative to meat, leading in 1924 to the profitable operation of a fleet of more than four hundred long distant 
trawlers operated from German fishing companies. The yield from the fishing grounds around Iceland increased 
from 1919 with about 4 000t to about 140 000t in 1938 (Tab. 3). The plans of the National Socialists to become 
independent from imported goods and to rely on an increasing yield from fishery needed to open new 
opportunities. In this context, the German fishing fleet was heading to the fishing grounds of Greenland and off 
Newfoundland with its large cod stocks. In order to be able to preserve the fish in a good condition while 

                                                           
2 Source: Lundbeck, Statistische Jahres-Tabellen der deutschen Dampfhochseefischerei 1893-1922; (Mitteilungen aus dem Institut für 
Seefischerei der Bundesforschungsanstalt für Fischerei, Heft 7), Hamburg1955. 
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operating on sea for a long time, deep freezing facilities were developed, enabling the progress in processing the 
fish aboard and opened the opportunity operating for virtually an unlimited period in remote fishing grounds. 
This was the birthdate of the factory trawler, which can operate in any place, independent from weather 
conditions and duration, processing the catch on board and maintaining a good quality of the fish products until 
delivery in a harbor was possible.    
 
 

Year Total yield(t) Year Total yield(t) 

1919 3888 1929 109015 

1920 43070 1930 125474 

1921 35316 1931 123475 

1922 44390 1932 112467 

1923 30308 1933 102217 

1924 53728 1934 80010 

1925 56893 1935 97865 

1926 66823 1936 110179 

1927 73589 1937 103865 

1928 106725 1938 138403 

    

Table 3: Yield of the German fishing fleet from the fishing grounds around Iceland from 1919 – 19383. 

 
The end of the Second World War (1945) resulted in substantial changes in the political landscape of the North 
Atlantic region. Iceland had become a sovereign state in 1944, and the former British colony Newfoundland 
joined the Canadian federation in 1948, forming its 10th province. In 1945 and beyond, these political changes 
were not significant for the German deep-sea fishery fleets, since there were only small operable vessels left at 
the end of the World War II which operated mainly in the North Sea and the Baltic. Moreover, due to regulations 
from the allied forces the size of new vessels build in German shipyards was limited which was preventing long-
distance operation for these fishing vessels. In the same period, the Truman Proclamation on the Continental 
Shelf, effective from September 28, 1945, the U.S. unilaterally demanded sovereignty over the resources of the 
entire shelf area off its coast. For the very first time, the system of the "freedom of the seas" - generally still 
acknowledged as international customary law - was thus declared no longer binding by a major state. The first 
step towards the reorganization of the seven seas had been taken. As a consequence, in 1948, Iceland adopted a 
law establishing its claim to the control of the fishery rights on its entire shelf area. In 1952 Iceland's declaration 
of a four-nautical mile fishery zone became effective. Because Germany's fishing industry was still in the process 
of recovery, Iceland's decision had no immediate impact.  
 
Beyond 1949, when restrictions for the size of German fishing vessels were withdrawn, Germany was putting its 
first stern trawlers and factory trawlers into operation, and the loss of fishing grounds off Iceland could therefore 
be compensated with the increased exploitation of the Northwest Atlantic. At the end of the 1950s, Iceland, 
Norway and Denmark extended their restrictions for foreign fishing fleets in the shelf area to 12 nautical miles. 
With this new regulations, the German fishery was expecting an annual loss of 20 – 25 000t. From 1960, the 
quickly growing German fishing fleet with its factory freezer trawler was progressively looking for new fishing 
grounds. The Grand Banks off Newfoundland, rich with cod, was one of the target areas of the German factory 
trawler fishing fleet.  
 
In 1961, negotiations among Iceland and Germany resulted in an agreement between both nations and 
permitted the German fishing fleet within a transition period of 3 years to continue their fishing activities in 
some grounds within the 12-nautical mile zone. A similar agreement was found with Great Britain which was 

                                                           
3 Cited from: Thor, Jön Thorarinn: British trawlers and lceland 1919-1976. Esbjerg, 1995. 
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actually the end of the so-called “cod war” which started in the 1950th. 
 
In the following years, from about 1960 to 1970, the fishery in the German Federal Republic and in the former 
GDR achieved its all-time zenith with its highest number of vessels operating (Tab. 4) and the highest yields in 
their history (Tab. 5).  
 

Year BRD 
  

DDR 
    

 
Freshfish „Teilfroster“ Factory-Trawler Freshfish Factory Trawler Flottillen 

  

  Trawler   
 

Trawler 
 

Factory Trawler 
 

Z-Trawler 

1957 204 2 - 20 - -   - 
1958 208 4 - 20 - - 

 
- 

1959 203 - 7 - 20 - - 
 

- 
1960 181 13 2 21 1 - 

 
- 

1961 135 29 6 25 1 - 
 

- 
1962 119 33 6 25 5 - 

 
- 

1963 102 38 5 25 8 - 
 

- 
1964 98 40 8 25 10 - 

 
- 

1965 99 41 15 25 12 - 
 

- 
1966 100 34 19 25 26 - 

 
10 

1967 104 28 22 25 28 3 
 

18 
1968 82 17 36 25 29 3 

 
20 

1969 66 11 41 24 29 3 
 

20          

Table 4: The structure of the open-sea fishing fleets in the BRD and former GDR from 1957 – 19694. 
 
 

Year North 
Sea 
Kattega
t 
Skagerr
ak 

Englis
h 
Chann
el 

Balti
c 
Sea 

Icelan
d 

Faro
er 

Norwegi
an Shelf 

Greenla
nd 

Barents
ea 

Bear 
Islan
d 

Newfoundla
nd 

Labrad
or 

Nova 
Scotia 

New 
Englan
d 

Othe
rs 

Tot
al 

1960 251 6 36 103 4 36 68          2 - 7 38 - - 42 593 
1961 182 11 35 78 4 36 124 - - 9 12 - - 45 537 
1962 162 15 39 98 2 22 171 - - 2 2 - - 32 545 
1963 189 6 30 108 4 18 211 - - 1 2 1 - 7 577 
1964 182 6 36 115 15 12 171 - - 5 8 3 - 4 557 
1965 171 6 32 118 12 19 148 - - 9 36 - - 4 555 
1966 180 16 32 130 9 25 111 - - 7 57 - - 12 579 
1967 141 17 41 139 11 21 168         1 - - 26 - 24 12 581 
1968 156 18 35 121 19 12 172 - - - 55 10 72 2 672 
1969 145 26 33 120 7 13 124 - 4 - 72 24 74 - 642 
1970 147 20 38 112 5 29 77 - 4 12 51 6 93 4 598 

 
Table 5: Yield of the fishing fleet of the BRD, specified for fishing grounds, from 1960 – 1970 in 1000t5.  
 

In 1972, Iceland declared a 50-nautical mile zone as national fishing grounds with restrictions to foreign fleets, 
which changed the situation for the German fishing vessels considerably. The acceptance of this limit by the 
German Federal Republic would have meant the complete loss of the fresh fish fleet's important remaining 
fishing grounds. For the first time, the Federal Republic of Germany joined Great Britain in entering into a 
dispute with Iceland. The first conflicts between Icelandic coastguard boats and foreign fishing vessels took place 
within days of the declaration of the new fishery limit by the Icelandic government. This was the return of the 

                                                           
4 Compiled from: Baartz, Roland: Entwicklung und Strukturwandel der deutschen Hochseefischerei unter besonderer Berücksichtigung 
ihrer Bedeutung für Siedlung, Wirtschaft und Verkehr Cuxhavens. Hamburg Stuttgart 1991. 
Mager, Erich: Der Einsatz von Fabrikschiffen als Mittel zur Verbesserung der wirtschaftlichen Lage der deutschen Hochseefischerei. 
Göttingen 1969.  
Strobel, Dietrich, Hahlbeck, Wulf-Heinrich: Hiev up. So war die Hochseefischerei der DDR. Hamburg 1995.   
5 Compiled from: Baartz, Roland: Entwicklung und Strukturwandel der deutschen Hochseefischerei unter besonderer Berücksichtigung 
ihrer Bedeutung für Siedlung, Wirtschaft und Verkehr Cuxhavens. Hamburg Stuttgart 1991. 
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„cod war”, mainly between Iceland, Great Britain and Germany. While Great Britain and Iceland came soon to an 
agreement, the negotiations with the German government came to a deadlock. The major roadblock was, that 
Germany wanted factory trawler to operate within the 50 nm zone, which was not acceptable to Iceland. By the 
time an agreement was finally concluded, Iceland had already extended the restricted fishing grounds to 200 nm 
and it became evident from the results of the 3rd UN Conference about the issue of exclusive economic zones 
(EEZ) that the concept of a “200-mile-Exclusive Economic Zone” would become a future concept which is still 
effective today. As a consequence of the dispute among Germany and Iceland, the yield from these fishing 
grounds dropped from about 130 000t in 1973 to about 55 000t in 1975. 
 
Because of the persisting difficulties with Iceland, the German open sea fishery intensified their activities in the 
North-West Atlantic; specifically, the cod fishery off Newfoundland became a significant source for the German 
factory trawler beyond 1970. From 1971 to 1974, the yield of the German fishery in this area increased 
considerably (Tab. 6).  
 

Year Cod Redfish Herring Others Total (t) 

1971 27349 1219 68 564 29200 

1972 29060 1012 612 450 31134 

1973 35761 3733 1602 4851 45947 

1974 36486 6667 2078 7597 52828 

1975 30409 1850 2378 4427 39064 

 
Table 6: Annual Yield of the German long-distance fishing fleet from 1971 to 1975 in the area which became later the 
Canadian EEZ. Specified for the most significant species6.  

 
Compared to Iceland, the Canadian government was rather moderate and tolerated the fishing activities of 
numerous nations, including Germany, in their fishing grounds. In 1971, 534 Canadian Trawler and 2040 factory 
trawler of foreign nations were operating around the fishing grounds which became the Canadian EEZ. In 1977 
the Canadian government applied the same restrictions as Iceland for the fishing grounds off Newfoundland with 
the declaration of the 200 nm EEZ. Although the Canadian fishery did not operate with factory trawlers in this 
area, this new regulation was a major threat to the German long-distance fishing fleet. Nevertheless, some 
fishing activities on groundfish remained in this area accessible to the German distant fishing fleet.  
 
As a serious consequence of the high fishing pressure, the stock sizes of the cod in the fishing grounds off 
Newfoundland decreased significantly; a moratorium was declared on northern cod fishing at the beginning of 
the 1990s, however it was too late and in 1994, Georges Bank fishing ground was officially closed on an 
emergency basis, and has remained closed to ground fishing indefinitely. With this decision, German fishery has 
lost access to their second most significant fishery at the east coast of Canada.  
 
With all these restrictions and the depletion of major fish stocks because of overfishing, the most successful 
period of German open-sea fishery had come to an end. There were attempts to establish new fishing grounds in 
the South Atlantic and Antarctic and to introduce previously unknown species to the German market, but none 
of these endeavors could prevent a drastic reduction of the trawler fleet. The fishing industry -and particularly 
the frozen food sector - was compelled to abandon the idea of obtaining its raw materials supply with its own 
fishing fleet and had no choice but acquire their fresh fish from the global market. Beginning in the mid-1980s, 
the companies gradually withdrew their holdings in what remained of the catching fleet. Fishery under German 
flag changed to become a sector capable of covering a certain niche in the area of high-quality fresh fish 

                                                           
6 Compiled from: Deutsches Schiffahrtsmuseum, Nordsee-Archiv: Fischereigrenzen/Wirtschaftszonen l. Bericht: 30.Auqust 1976,Dr.My./ 
Hi. Untersuchung verschiedener Aspekte durch die Arbeitsgruppe Fischerei. Bundesforschungsanstalt für Fischerei, Az.: Dr. 
l/My/Hi.,Tab.11. 
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products, but without decisive significance for either the economic situation of the Federal Republic of Germany 
or for that of its fishing harbors. Within the framework of this restructuring process, many factory trawlers were 
sold, particularly to Icelandic enterprises. 
 
German fishery is today more or less in the conditions of what it had been before the first fishing steamer was 
put into operation: mainly a coastal fishing industry, extending into the deeper waters of the North Sea only 
within a very limited framework, a sector of minimal economic significance, not only for Germany in general but 
also for the coastal regions in particular. Only a few distant fishing trawlers are now being operated under the 
German flag. At present (January 2102) the German fishing fleet involves in total 1 581 vessels with a tonnage of 
64 296 BRT with a total engine power of 148 292 kW. With this size, it is among the ten smallest fishing fleets in 
the European Union. The development of the number of vessels, their size and the related employees is depicted 
in Tab. 7.   
 

Year 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2003 

Number of vessels 2.816 2.524 1.136 1.458 1.213 2.393 2.315 2.214 

Size (BRT/BRZ) ( 151.889 150.915 106.949 50.060 101.196 76.615 71.449 66.008 

Power Engine (kW) (0) (0) (0) (0) 198.158 169.231 167.739 160.278 

Employees 7.003 5.539 4.076 2.432 4.757 4.844 4.340 4.022 
         

Year 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Number of vessels 2.162 2.121 2.016 1.871 1.822 1.767 1.674 1.581 

Size (BRT/BRZ) ( 65.882 64.075 61.440 68.540 68.172 67.620 67.219 64.296 

Power Engine (kW) 161.243 159.299 154.836 159.614 159.209 160.235 158.385 148.292 

Employees 3.904 3.727 3.513 3.267 3.168 3.039 2.894 2.685 

 
Table 7: Development of the German fishing fleet from 1970 to 2011. The majority of vessels are small vessels and Beam 
trawler. 

 
Today, artisanal fishery activities with gill nets and traps are mainly located in the Baltic Sea. In this area, about 
1200 small boats are operating. For long-distant fishery, 9 factory trawlers are still operating under the German 
flag; some special boats for delivering mussels seed and harvesting are operating. The nature of the fishing boats 
and vessels of the German fishing fleet is specified in Tab. 8. 
 

Activities No. BRZ kW Employees 

Distant Fishing Fleet 

Universal Factory Trawler  7 22.866 27.960 196 

Special Factory Trawler for pelagic fishery (schooling fish stocks)  2 14.924 11.299 63 

Total  9 37.790 39.259 259 

Coastal Fishery 

Beam Trawler (Small vessels) 234 10.405 43.506 531 

Beam Trawler (Large vessels) 7 2.033 8.085 40 

Small Trawler < 12 m ((Trawl, Longline etc.) 92 8.285 22.532 297 

Total  333 20.723 74.123 868 

Small and open boats (partially non-professional and recreational fishery)     

Total  1.531 61.381 140.369 2.609 

Mussel fishery and non-quoted species  

 40 2915 7923 76 

Total  1913 64.296 148.292 2330 

 
Table 8: The German fishing fleet as of the 1st of January 2012. 
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The German fishery industry processes about 1.2 Million tons of fish per year (2011) with about 45 000 
employees in this business. The yield of the German marine fishery in 2011 was about 52 000t. In total, fishery 
and aquaculture in Germany provide 274 000 t of fish per year (2011). 80% of the fish and fish products which 
are consumed in Germany are imported. The total yield of the German marine fishery from 2009 to 2011 is 
depicted in Tab. 9. 
 
 

 Total Distant fishing vessels Coastal Fishery 

2009 2010 2011 v 2009 2010 2011 v 2009 2010 2011 v 

Total 60 150,1 53 790,8 83 600,8 15 592,6 11 517,4 32 072,8 44 557,6 42 273,4 51 528,0 

 
Table 9: Yield of the German coastal and distant fishing fleet from 2009 to 2011. 

 
The total yield of the German marine fishery from 2009 to 2011 specified by species is depicted in Tab. 10. 
 

Year 
Value 
1 000 € 

Yield (t) Herring Mackarel Cod Haddock Saithe Redfish Crabs Mussels Others 

2011 102 420,1 83 600,8 18 998,0 10 917,6 5 768,0 575,5 2 807,0 571,2 13 493,2 15 479,1 14 991,1 

 
Table 10: Yield of the German coastal and distant fishing fleet in 2011, specified for major species. 
 

In order to form a strong alliance for their interests, and to organize their representatives, the German Fishery-
association was founded in 1870 in Berlin. Today, the association has about 1.1 Mill. Oft members form the 
recreational fishing sector as well as from the professional fishery. Following a restructuring of the organizational 
structure in 1979, the name of the association was extended with the Union of the professional and recreational 
fisherman. The association has five independant branches:   
 

• Verband der Deutschen Kutter- und Küstenfischerei e. V. (VDKK) 

• Deutscher Hochseefischereiverband e. V. 

• Verband der Deutschen Binnenfischerei e. V. (VDBi) 

• Verband Deutscher Sportfischer e. V. (VDSF) 

• Deutscher Anglerverband e. V 
 
The main responsibilities of the organization are representing the interests of commercial and recreational 
fisheries, labor laws, tax law and agri-food issues and all other issues related to the fishing industry, water 
conservation, environmental protection and public health issues. 
 
 
 
Sources used for this compilation:  
 

• Fishery statistics for the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES); 

• Ingo Heidbrink: Deutschlands einzige Kolonie ist das Meer. Die deutsche Hochseefischerei und die 
Fischereikonflikte des 20. Jahrhunderts. Convent-Verlag, Hamburg 2004; 

• Fisch-Informationszentrum e.V. (FIZ), Hamburg; 

• BMVEL- Jahresbericht der Deutschen Fischwirtschaft 2011; 

• EU Fish Processors and Traders Association, Brüssel 2011; 

• Fischerei in Deutschland, Portal des Bundes und der Länder, www.portal-fischerei.de; 

• Eurostat (Yearbooks); 

• Statistischer Monatsbericht des Bundesministeriums für Ernährung, Landwirtschaft und Verbraucherschutz 
Bundesanstalt für Landwirtschaft und Ernährung 02/2012, Referat 422, 53168 Bonn 

• Statistisches Jahrbuch über Ernährung, Landwirtschaft und Forsten der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 
Landwirtschaftsverlag GmbH, Münster; 

http://www.portal-fischerei.de/
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