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A government-supported initia-
tive to test experimental trawl 
gear for Denmark’s sandeel 
fishery is could reduce the 
fuel cost per kilo of landed 
fish by close to half, while also 
providing vital data about the 
effects of fishing in a sensitive 
area.

According to Poul Tørring, 
senior consultant at Gemba 
Consulting who is at the head 
of the project along with 
Henrik Mosegard of DTU-Aqua 
at the Technical University of 
Denmark, the two main focuses 
of the project are to develop 
more efficient gears, awhile 
also identifying the environ-
mental footprint of these gears 
compared to conventional 
sandeel gear.

He explained that the North 
Sea’s Dogger Bank, a prime area 
for the sandeel fishery as well 
as many others, is also a desig-
nated Natura 2000 zone.

“The result of this process 
could imply a closure of fishing 
with bottom trawls in major 
parts of this area,” he said, 
adding that there is no scien-
tific data on the impact that the 
fishery has on the Dogger Bank 
seabed.

“It is decisive to assure the 
best possible data for the deci-
sion making process and to 
investigate whether fishing 
methods with less impact could 
be applied,” he said.

The project is supported 
by the Danish government’s 
Greed Development and 
Demonstration Programme 
to carry out its investigation 

through 2012-2014, primarily 
using trawler Lonny Hedvig, 
skippered by Rene Schmidt to 
fish with experimental gear 
alongside reference vessel 
Lotte Vohnsen skipper by 
Lars Vohnsen and fishing with 
conventional gear.

The Dogger Bank sandeel 
gear project follows on from 
the success of a whitefish 
project in the Baltic using a 
similar approach, crucially with 
permission from the authorities 
to depart from the usual gear 
restrictions. The Baltic project 
involved many of the same 
partners, including Thyborøn 
Skibssmedie, CATch-Fish and 
Nordsø Trawl.

“The Dogger Bank is the 
most important area for the 
Danish sandeel fishery and a 
closure could have economic 

consequences so severe that the 
Danish fishery for industrial 
species could collapse as the 
remaining fishery does not have 
the critical mass needed to keep 
the fleet and the processing 
industry alive,” Poul Tørring 
said, adding that a further chal-
lenge is that fuel costs are high 
and energy prices overall have 
increased by around 270% in ten 
years – and are set to continue 
to increase.

The gear now being trialled 
by Lonny Hedvig uses Dyneema 
ropes from Netmark subsid-
iary Dynamica to replace the 
usual steel wire warps, and 
pelagic doors from Thyborøn 
Skibssmedie replace the conven-
tional bottom doors in a rig that 
floats the doors high off the sea 
floor to spread the gear.

These measures alone are 

expected to reduce the fuel 
consumption  form the drag of 
the doors by around a half as 
door ground contact is elimi-
nated while also keeping the 
sweepline off the ground.

The Nordsø Trawl net loft 
in Thyborøn put together the 
experimental sandeel trawl, 
which is larger than normal but 
with a significantly lower drag. 

The 40% greater opening is 
made possible by using a variety 
of compact twines in the trawl 
design, including twine sizes 
in Dyneema that are a third to 
half of the sizes used in normal 
sandeel gear. 

Nylon has also been used 
in the trawl, while the usual 
sandeel gears are made in 
heavy-duty Danline rope and 
large-diameter PE twines.

Poul Tørring commented that 
as the trawl generally accounts 
for 60% of the overall gear 
drag, these changes make a real 
difference to the amount of fuel 
needed to tow the gear.

“We carried out sea trials at 
the end of February, with zero 
catches as the sandeel season 
is not open at that time, but the 
results were astonishing,” he 
told FNI.

“The trials confirmed that 
that there is no problem to tow 
the gear using pelagic doors and 
it was possible to determine 
the exact position of the doors 
using the Simrad sensors. The 
doors were towed at around 4m 
over the seabed and only the 
sweeps close to the wing ends 
of the trawl were in contact 
with the ground along with the 

SHOOTING: Deploying away the experimental trawl gear on board Lonny Hedvig during the first sea trials

Quentin Bates

Studying sandeel fishery

■ Fuel consumption for 
conventional gear: 270 
litres/hour

■ Fuel consumption for 
experimental trawl: 161 
litres/hour
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Poul Tørring: 
“It is decisive 
to assure the 
best possible 
data for the 
decision 
making 
process and 
to investigate 
whether 
fishing 
methods with 
less impact 
could be 
applied.”
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fishing line of the trawl itself,” 
he said.

The two trawlers selected 
for the trials were chosen for 
their similar fishing patterns 
and they have been calibrated 
to allow accurate comparisons 
to be made between the test 
and reference vessels’ perform-
ances.

These initial trials indicated 
that Lotte Vohnsen burned 
approximately 270l/hour, while 
Lonny Hedvig’s fuel consump-
tion was 161l/hour at the same 
towing speed, corrected for 
current. 

Fishing with a 40% larger 
trawl, Poul Tørring expects to 
see a reduction of up to 50% in 
Lonny Hedvig’s fuel bill per kg 
of sandeel caught.

The fishing gear assessment is 
only part of the project, which 
includes a remit to determine 
the effects of trawl gear on the 
seabed and fauna.

“This is no easy matter,” Poul 
Tørring explained. “The Dogger 
Bank is an area with strong 
currents which affect the seabed 
as well. In each case we intend 
to assess the seabed impact on 
a before and after basis for both 
experimental and conventional 
gears.”

“We are using sediment 
samples from the seabed to 
assess species represented, video 
recordings of the fishing gear in 
use and by using sidescan sonar 
to produce three-dimensional 
seabed imagery.”

The results of the project are 
due to be discussed at ICES and 
will be presented during the 
Natura 2000 discussions.

He added that studying fish 
behaviour during the project 
is an essential component and 
the fish are also video recorded 
during fishing operations to 
study their evasion behaviour.

“This can also be cross-refer-
enced to the size composition 
of the catch to produce further 
data that could be useful in 
developing future fishing gear 
designs,” he said.

“If the new gear meets the 
expectations, then this project 
will ensure the future of the 
fishery, and we also expect it to 
have a large impact in other EU 
countries for which the results 
will be equally interesting,” 
Poul Tørring said.

conventional: The heavy standard trawl gear on board 
Lotte Vohnsen

new gear: Taking the experimental trawl gear, including 
the Thyborøn pelagic doors on board Lonny Hedvig at 
Thyborøn, Denmark

testing: A scale model of one of the Thyborøn pelagic trawl doors during initial tests with the experimental gear at 
the flume tank in Hirtshals
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