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I. Introduction*

The occurrence of cod in Greenland waters has been of an episodic character. Rink (1852 and 1857) refers
to two periods in the first half of the 19" century, when cod seems to have been abundant at West Greenland
and some commercial fishing took place both offshore by international vessels and inshore by Greenlanders.
Bendixen (1930), Jensen and Hansen (1931) and Hansen (1949) reviewed the history of the cod fisheries in
Greenland waters including those periods in the 19" century referred by Rink (1852, 1857). Horsted in Buch et
al. (1994) reviewed evidence of occurrence of cod at West Greenland in the 1719t centuries and the fluctuations
in occurrence and distribution of cod during the 20™ century. Also Mattox (1973), in a very detailed study,
reviewed fishing at West Greenland concentrating on the development of Greenland's own fisheries and fishing
industry in the period 1910-66, i.e. just up to the time when Greenland started developing its offshore fisheries.

Fishing experiments at West Greenland at the beginning of the 20™ century, carried out in 1906 by two
Faroese vessels for the Royal Greenland Trade Directorate, gave disappointingly poor results so far as cod was
concerned (Andreasen, 1906). The "Tjalfe" expedition in 1908 and 1909 under leadership of Adolf Jensen
found virtually no cod in the offshore areas of West Greenland, although at some inshore localities, especially
at the dwelling place Fiskenasset (south of Nuuk/Godthab), cod seemed to have occurred during summer and
autumn in most years (Jensen, 1909a and b). At this and some other localities commercial fishing, and production
of salted fish, started in 1911 and spread to other places in the following years.

Hansen (1949) reports that the international offshore fishery on the West Greenland banks by non-
Greenlandic vessels increased with catches from 352 tons in 1925 to 14 312 tons in 1929 and as much as
43 060 tons in 1930, and fluctuated around that level until 1938. Figures for this period are, however, drastically
revised in the present paper indicating that from 1925 to 1930 total annual landings of cod from West Greenland
waters increased from about 3 000 tons to about 104 000 tons fluctuating thereafter in 1931-39 in the range
between 63 000 and 133 000 tons (Table 1 and Fig. ).
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Fig. 1.  Nominal catches of cod at West Greenland taken by trawls and by other gears, 1924-95. (Small
catch values during 1911-23 were not plotted.)

* [For convenience of presentation, all Tables in this publication are placed at the end of each section]
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The evident increase of the cod stock and its spatial distribution at West Greenland was explained by
Jensen (1939) as one of the biological consequences of the general warming of the Arctic and Subarctic regions
in the 1920s.

During the World War II years 1940-45, catches fluctuated at a lower level, 44 000—85 000 tons with
Portugal and Greenland being the only participants during 1941-45 (Table 1)

Annual catches of cod at West Greenland after World War II increased rapidly to culminate in 1962,
when about 460 000 tons were taken (Table 2 and Fig. 1). The total nominal catch was still as high as 394 000
tons in 1968 but decreased sharply thereafter to reach only 33 000 tons by 1976. Temporary improvements
since then have not prevented a further general decline of catch levels with landings since 1993 around 2 000
tons, the latest year considered being 1995. No immediate improvement in recruitment was then foreseen (in
Anon., 1996).

Offshore trawl surveys at West Greenland indicate a decline in cod biomass of as much as 90% from 1989
to 1990, and the survey in 1993 indicated as little as about 360 tons biomass in the offshore survey area (in
Anon., 1994). Adverse environmental conditions seem to be the main cause for the decline of the stock (Buch,
MS 1998)

Less is known about occurrence of cod and of the cod fisheries in East Greenland waters (except for more
recent years), but also there the occurrence of cod seems to be of an episodic character (Schmidt, 1931). Holm
(1918, page 297) quoting Bjorn Johnsen’s Grenlandske Annaler (Greenland Annals) reports of evidence of
shoals of cod at Ammassalik in the late part of the 16™ century. For the 20t century, Schmidt (193 1), basing his
observation on personal information from Governors of Ammassalik (Petersen and Hedegaard), comments that
cod was first noticed there in 1912 and has become fairly common since 1923.

The exploitation of cod at East Greenland increased much when modern trawlers started fishing there in
the mid-1950s (Table 3). Fishing was to a great extent carried out as a mixed fishery (cod and redfish).
Throughout the period here considered, the total catch of cod at East Greenland was much lower than that at
West Greenland. In most years it was within the 10 000—-20 000 ton level, seldom reaching over 30 000 tons. A
temporary improvement in catches took place around 1990, but since 1993 catches and observed biomass have
been at a very low level. Thus, the cod stock at East Greenland has also been very much reduced in recent
years.

The recent development of the cod stock at Greenland seems to be just the reverse of the development in
the second decade of the century. This is apparent at least at West Greenland. Thus it could be stated that, ...
the cod epoch of the 20" century at West Greenland has come to an end... It has probably been one of the
longest lasting. Nobody knows when a new epoch will start. Certainly judging from the stock situation at East
Greenland a new epoch is not just a matter of back-migration of cod from East Greenland. (The late Danish
scientist Chr. Vibe, who died in June 1998, studied climatic variation in the Arctic and its influence on occurrence
of various animals (Vibe, 1967) and in recent years has offered the opinion that the 215 century will be a cold
period in the Arctic, but that there may be a period with improved cod stock in southern Greenland, especially
in fjords at the beginning of the century (pers. comm. and a newspaper feature article, 1997)).

It therefore seems proper now to review the recent cod epoch at Greenland both from fisheries and from
biological points of view. Considering that intermediate reviews were made, primarily those by Hansen (1949)
on mainly the biological events up to World War II and by Mattox (1973) on the local fisheries development in
Greenland up to 1966, the present contribution will focus on that part of the epoch which starts after World
War 11, although further summary reviews of the pre-war period will also be made when felt pertinent. Special
attention will be paid to the Greenland fishery since the mid-1960s. Also the management of the fisheries will
be considered and discussed.

Table of each nation's output of the cod fishery at Greenland is supplied (Table 4 and Fig. 2).



HORSTED: Cod Fisheries at Greenland, 1910-1995

2500

@ East Greenland after 1954
O West Greenland 1946-95

O West Greenland 1940-45

m West Greenland before 1940

N

o

o

o
T

1500 =——m

1000

Nominal catches (‘000 tons)

500
o - [ — N
E T ¢ 8 T2 £2EB ¥ §® © £ & §
3 < = IS [oes] T 2 s = s =] o 192} °
= £ K S = 3 S 2 @ - £ ] - >
) c %] i O 3 2 o s} S 2
D @D - L o o = zZ =
= a @ 404 £ o 2
O] o > D
< @ o 2
D
. £ g 2
@ e o]
o 3
(G
Country

Fig.2.  Various national catches of cod at Greenland 1911-95. (small catches by Canada, Japan, Poland and
USA not included).
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TABLE 4. Summarized national catches of cod at Greenland in the 20t century to the end of 1995. Nominal catches
("000 tons). (+ = catch below 500 tons.)

West Greenland East Greenland Grand
Country Before 1940 1940-45 1945-95 Sub total After 1954 Total
Greenland 103 69 1279 1451 43 1494
Denmark + 0 19 19 0 19
Faroe Islands 275 17 1089 1381 7 1388
Canada + 0 1 1 + 1
France 431 0 808 1239 0 1239
Germany, Fed. Rep. + 0 1288 1288 418 1706
German Dem. Rep. 125 125 + 125
Iceland + 0 174 174 80 254
Italy 0 0 23 23 0 23
Japan 0 0 + + + +
Norway 34 0 845 879 6 885
Poland 0 0 4 4 2 6
Portugal 155 247 1694 2096 0 2096
Spain 0 0 269 269 0 269
USSR 0 0 13 13 6 19
United Kingdom 23 0 370 393 25 418
USA 0 0 + + 0 +
Total 1022 333 8002 9357 589 9946
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