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ABSTRACT The river lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis) was previously caught in 
large numbers in Europe when migrating up in the rivers during autumn for 
spawning the next spring. It was used as food and was also used as bait in cod 
fishing in the North Sea. Today the river lamprey has decreased in numbers over 
much of it’s distribution range, but in the Baltic Sea area, the population is still 
at a fairly good level, and fishing for lampreys as food (a tradition going back to 
at least the fifteenth century) is still going on in northern Swedish and Finnish 
rivers, as well as in coastal rivers in the southern Baltic Sea area. In this article 
the current situation as regards river lamprey fishing in Sweden, Finland, Latvia 
and, to some extent, Estonia, Lithuania and Poland is presented.  

KEYWORDS river lamprey, Lampetra fluviatilis (L.), Baltic Sea area, lamprey 
fishing, lamprey fishing gears

Introduction
The river lamprey has a distribution range from Southern Norway, into 
the Baltic Sea, and further along the Continental coast, around the Brit-
ish Isles and into the Mediterranean Sea, where a population still may 
exist along the west coast of Italy (Imam et al. 1958; Gaygalas & Matskev-
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ichyus 1968; Hardisty 1986a; Hardisty 1986b; Maitland 2003; Saat et al. 2003; 
Igoe et al. 2004; Freyhof & Kottelat 2008; Thiel et al. 2009). It is also present 
in some large lakes, so called land-locked populations, for example in the lakes 
Vänern and Vättern in Sweden (Tjernberg & Svensson (eds.) 2007), and in 
Finland in large lakes of the watercourses of the rivers Vuoksi, Kymijoki and 
Kokemäenjoki  (Tuuniainen et al. 1980). Populations of many anadromous 
fish, including lampreys, have declined in European waters since the mid-
twentieth century (Renaud 1997; Kelly & King 2001; Hardisty 2006).

Fishing for river lamprey has a long tradition in Europe. It has been used 
for consumption in England and on the Continent, and was previously also 
used as bait for cod fishing on a large scale at Dogger Bank by Dutch fish-
ermen (Lanzing 1959; Hardisty 1986a). The tradition of using lamprey for 
food goes back at least to Roman times (Root 1978), although then it could be 
confused with the sea lamprey (Petromyzon marinus). However, the fishing in 
such major rivers as the Rhine, the Weser, the Elbe, the Oder and the Vistula 
decreased dramatically or ceased totally in the twentieth century, as in many 
other rivers in heavily industrialized areas (Lanzing 1959; Hardisty 1986a). The 
reason is exploitation of the rivers for many different purposes (e.g. building 
hydroelectric power plants), but water pollution has also played a role. 

Today it is mainly in the Baltic Sea area that the tradition of river lam-
prey fishing for food consumption is concentrated. Lamprey fishing still 
exists in Northern Sweden and Northern Finland along the coast of the 
Gulf of Bothnia, and in the Baltic States and Poland along the coast of the 
Gulf of Finland and the Baltic Proper. Here too, however, many of the large 
rivers are regulated and utilized for hydroelectric purposes, where the dams 
prevent the river lampreys from reaching their spawning grounds further 
upstream in their migration from the sea (Witkowski 1992; Hardisty 2006; 
Ljunggren 2006; Soler & Nathanson 2006; Witkowski 2010; Aronsuu 2011a; 
Aronsuu 2011c).

This article deals with the present situation for the river lamprey in the 
Baltic Sea area and reviews fishing for lampreys, particularly the situation in 
Sweden, but also in Finland and Latvia, and to some extent in Estonia and 
further south in the Baltic Sea area. In a subsequent article, the focus will be 
on the fishing gear types used for lamprey fishing in the same region.  

Study Area, Material and Methods 
In 2010 twelwe rivers in Sweden where river lamprey fishing is still per-
formed were visited in the autumn fishing season. Nine lamprey rivers were 
visited in Finland and four lamprey rivers in Latvia. In the autumn of 2011 
the same rivers were revisited, and along the Swedish coast 15 river lam-
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prey fishermen were interviewed about their fishing activities, based upon 
a questionnaire with 58 questions about the lamprey fishing in the rivers 
where they were working as fishermen. Because official statistics about lam-
prey fishing are not collected in Sweden any longer, each fisherman was 
asked to estimate the total average catch of lampreys in their respective 
rivers, as well as the number of fishermen and the number of gears they 
use. If the answers differed among different fishermen, their figures were 
averaged. Of course the figures cannot be exact, except in rivers where the 
only catches are made in connection with a hydroelectric plant dam, where 
personnel from the hydroelectric plant or related fish farm are responsible 
for the fishing. Individual fishermen are not required to report their catches 
to any authorities. However, the number of fishermen in each lamprey river 
is low, and they know each other, so they have fairly good information about 
the number of fishermen, catches, and gears. Each interview was performed 
at personal meetings and during the same year, thus avoiding comparisons 
of catches between rivers that could appear between years.  

On the Finnish side of the Gulf of Bothnia two lamprey fishermen 
were interviewed based on the questionnaire and information from seven 
more persons with knowledge about the lamprey fishing provided informa-
tion, but there the questionnaire was not used for linguistic reasons. On 
the Finnish side there is also information available from environmental 
and fishery authorities, and the figures presented about lamprey catches are 
mainly based on published data. 

In Latvia the fishing of river lampreys was studied in rivers emptying in 
the Gulf of Riga in the eastern part of the country and in rivers emptying 
into the Baltic Proper in the western part in 2010 and 2011 during the au-
tumn fishing period. Besides interviews with local fishermen, information 
was collected from people who processed lampreys, from the heads of the 
museums of Salacgriva and Daugava, from representatives at the Fisheries 
Department and from information about lamprey fishing in Latvian lit-
erature and official statistics. In Estonia lamprey fishing was studied in the 
River Pärnu, emptying into the Gulf of Riga, in the autumn of 2011. Infor-
mation was further collected from experts at the University of Tartu, and 
from Estonian literature about river lamprey fishing. Data about lamprey 
fishing in Lithuania, Poland and Germany is based on official statistics and 
published information.

Biology
The river lamprey has an eel-shaped body form. Instead of bones, they have 
cartilage (Maitland 2003). The lamprey belongs to the family Petromyzon-
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tidae (Kullander 2011) and is characterized by a round sucker-like mouth 
with which it can attach to for example a stone in the river (compare Fig. 1) 
or to a fish during the parasitic growth period in the sea. In the mouth and 
on the tongue they have teeth with which they rasp the surface of attacked 
fish (e.g. Maitland 2003). 

The larvae spend four to six years in the bottom sediment in a river, and 
when they are about 9–13 centimetres long they metamorphose to the adult 
phase (e.g. Fogelin 1972; Tuunainen et al. 1980; Sjöberg 1980; Valtonen 1986). 
They then actively or passively go with the water flow to the sea, where they 
live a parasitic life on herring (Clupea harengus), sprat (Spattus sprattus) and 
other fish species (Eglite 1958b; Hardisty 1986a). When they enter the rivers 
again, mainly in the autumn after a further half a year or more (Aronsuu 
2011c), they have reached a length of about 30 centimetres and a weight 
of about 50 grams. However, there are substantial geographic and seasonal 
variations (Witkowski & Kuszewski 1995; Bartel et al. 2010). In Gdansk Bay 
in Poland, for example, the mean weight is as much as 149.5 grams, and there 
is a gradient with increasing length and weight from north to southwest 
(Bartel et al. 2010). The river lampreys migrate upstream the river during 
the night. They spend the winter in the river without eating, and after the 
spawning in spring when the water temperature reaches about 10oC, they 
die (e.g. Maitland 2003, Hardisty 2006). 

In the Baltic Sea area there exist three species of lampreys, the river lam-
prey, the sea lamprey (Petromyzon marinus), and the brook lamprey (Lampetra 
planeri). It is the river lamprey that is fished for food. The brook lamprey is 
too small to utilize as food, and the sea lamprey is too rare in the region, but it 
has been fished for further west on the Continent. For detailed information 
about the biology of lampreys see e.g. Hardisty & Potter (eds.) 1971; Maitland 
1980; Maitland 2003; Hardisty 1986a; Hardisty 1986b; Hardisty 2006. 

Fishing for Lampreys
The river lamprey is an anadromous species, that is, it spends some time in 
the sea while it grows to adulthood, but migrates up in the rivers for spawn-
ing. In all the bigger rivers emptying into the Baltic Sea region, that is, the 
Baltic Proper in the south, the Gulf of Finland to the east and the Gulf of 
Bothnia to the north, fishing for anadromous fish species has been impor-
tant. At least in the northern rivers, the most important species has been 
the salmon (Salmo salar), along with the whitefish (Coregonus lavaretus) and 
sea trout (Salmo trutta). However, the river lamprey fishing has also been 
important as shown by the fact that even as far back as the sixteenth cen-
tury it was an object of official taxation in Sweden and Finland (Nordberg 
1977; Storå 1978). 
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Lamprey Fishing in Sweden 
In Sweden, river lamprey fishing has been performed in most of the riv-
ers from the River Dalälven and northwards. The catches have been in the 
order of 10 tons, that is, approximately 200,000 fish per year for example 
in the River Dalälven and in the River Umeälven (Berg 1960; Sjöberg 1980; 
Öhman 2000), but the situation worsened in the middle and late twentieth 
century because of construction of hydroelectric power plants in many of 
the main rivers (Soler & Nathanson 2006). Nowadays there are hardly any 
professional lamprey fishermen. Those who still perform lamprey fishing 
are mostly elderly men who fish as a leisure-time activity and to keep the 
tradition alive, and much of the catches are used for private consumption 
by family and neighbours. Only in five of the Swedish rivers are the catches 
of lampreys of such a size that they could be of some economic importance 
for the fishermen. 

In a 2006 inventory, Soler and Nathanson (2006) concluded that lam-
prey fishing was performed in 25 rivers shortly after 1950, but had been 
reduced to 14 in the early 2000s. Among them, the following rivers had the 
most important catches: the River Ljusnan, the River Öreälven, the River 
Rickleån, the River Kalixälven and the River Torneälven (Swedish side). Ap-
proximately 50 persons were active as lamprey fishermen, and they used 
about 700 traps. The total catch per year during the period 1993–2003 was 
estimated to be approximately between 11,000 and 19,000 kilos. Assum-
ing that the mean weight of a single lamprey is 50 grams in the region, 
the total number of the mean catch is between 220,000 and 380,000 lam-
preys. It is striking to compare these catches to the times before the riv-
ers were exploited for hydroelectric power plants. For example, the mean 
catch was greater than nine tons in the River Dalälven alone during the 
period 1937–1948, and in the River Umeälven further north the mean catch 
was almost ten tons per year corresponding to about 200,000 lampreys dur-
ing the period 1942–1951 (Berg 1960; Sjöberg 1980). These two rivers are just 
two of many which were exploited for power plants, where dams prevented 
the lampreys from reaching their spawning areas further upstream. Conse-
quently, there has been a sharp decrease in the lamprey fishing during the 
last few decades, and in many rivers the lamprey fishing has ceased. There 
are no general restrictions against or rules for lamprey fishing in Sweden. It 
is up to the organizations or persons who have the fishing rights to decide 
about the fishing. 

In 2010 and 2011 lamprey fishing was still performed in about 14 rivers, 
and fishermen along the main rivers estimated the total number of persons 
fishing for lampreys to be around 50–55, that is, similar figures as Soler and 
Nathanson (2006) presented for the period 1993–2003. The number of traps 
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in 2010 and 2011 was around 420 and the total catch was estimated to be 
about 7,500 kilos, or approximately 150,000 lampreys. Thus, the number of 
traps in use is much lower, and the total catch is reduced to just about half 
of the figures presented by Soler and Nathanson (2006). However, it ought 
to be noted that the investigation in 2010–2011 is based on interviews with 
different numbers of lamprey fishermen in the different rivers, and not on 
the total number of fishermen. As described in detail in the Methods sec-
tion, the fishermen were asked to estimate the total number of fishermen, 
traps and catches in the rivers where they fish and are thus familiar with. 

Lamprey Fishing in Finland
According to Hurme (1966) the lamprey stock was plentiful in all the rivers 
emptying in the Gulf of Bothnia at that time and the lamprey fishing was 
practised on a commercial basis, and partly for home consumption. The 
harmful effects of civilisation had not usually reached the spawning lam-
preys in the lower parts of the river, so the stock had been maintained so 
far. Later on Tuunainen et al. (1980) also wrote that formerly most Finnish 
rivers flowing to the Baltic Sea supported river lamprey stocks, but because 
of for example dams, pollution and timber floating, many stocks had been 
destroyed or weakened. 

The total catch in the early 1970s was around 2.7–3.0 million individu-
als, corresponding to about 130 tons and for 1980 the figure was calculated 
to be 2.0–2.5 million, corresponding to c. 100 tons. For example, in 1978 the 
figure was 2.3–2.5 million (Tuunainen et al. 1980). For the year 1988, the 
catch of river lampreys was 1.8–1.9 million (Mäkelä & Kokko 1990). 

In contrast to Sweden, Finland still collects statistics on their catches of 
river lamprey, although here too the data may vary widely in precision among 
rivers (see for example Kaski & Oikarinen 2011 for details). In the 2000s the 
total mean figures were close to 1.1 million river lampreys with a variation 
from the maximum of 1.8 million in 2000 to the minimum of 0.55 million in 
2003. Between the years 2006 and 2009 between 0.8 and 0.9 million individu-
als were caught yearly according to information based on catches from about 
15 watersheds, covering the most important lamprey rivers. The figures are 
estimated to cover about 95 per cent of the total yearly catch in Finland.1

In a recent report, Aronsuu (2011c) estimated that the average catch 
is about 900,000 individuals. The figures indicate that the river lamprey 
catches seem to have decreased in Finland too in the latest decades. 

Although the most important recent catches mentioned above are from 15 
rivers, Lehtonen (2006) estimates that river lampreys are fished commercially 
in at least 33 rivers. There are at present roughly about 400 lamprey fishermen 
in Finland (Aronsuu 2011c). Most of the lamprey fishermen are semi-profes-
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sionals or catch lampreys for their own needs. Just a minority is professional, 
but lamprey is never their main target (Aronsuu 2011c; cf. Katajisto 2001). 

Lamprey Fishing in Latvia
Back in 1958 the river lamprey migrated up in all Latvian rivers, and they were 
caught in large numbers particularly in the rivers Salaca, Gauja, Daugava and 
Venta (Eglite 1958a). During the period 1948–1960 the mean catches per year 
of river lamprey in the Latvian SSR was 67 tons (Ryapolova 1960). Between 
1974 and 1979 the mean catches in Latvia were 147 tons, while in the 1980s, 
1990s and 2000s the number was 58, 128 and 99 tons, respectively. The low-
est catch during the whole period was eight tons 1980, and the highest was 
270 tons 1975 (Riekstiņš et al. (eds.) 2010). To get an idea of the importance 
of lamprey, these figures can be compared with the total catch of other fish 
species in Latvian inland waters. In 2003 for example, that catch was 381 tons. 
The same year the catch of lampreys was 112 tons (Riekstiņš et al. (eds.) 2010), 
that is, corresponding to approximately 1.3 million lampreys (based on the 
assumption that the mean weight of a lampreys is 82.0–95.5 grams in the 
Riga Bay) (Bartel et al. 2010). In the main lamprey rivers, there is a restriction 
period for fishing from 1 February to 31 July and in lamprey rivers of less im-
portance the restriction period is from 1 February to 31 October. 

Lamprey Fishing in Estonia
Lamprey fishing is quite important in Estonia. The river lamprey enters 
most of the rivers that empty into the Baltic Sea. The largest catches are 
from the River Narva, emptying in the Gulf of Finland, and the second river 
of importance is the River Pärnu, emptying into the Pärnu Bay (Saat et al. 
2003; Oras (ed.) 2007). According to Saat et al. (2003) the catches have de-
creased over the last 60–70 years and they fluctuate considerably among 
years. The biggest annual catches were recorded between 1928 and 1938 with 
an average of 67 tons, and from the periods 1959–1968 and 1969–1988 the 
mean values were 21 and 26 tons, respectively (Saat et al. 2003). During the 
period 1994 to 2005 the biggest catch was 63 tons (Oras 2007). There is a 
closed season for lamprey fishing from 1 April till 30 June (Saat et al. 2003).

Lamprey Fishing in Lithuania, Poland and Germany
Gaygalas and Matskevichyus (1968) described the situation for the river 
lamprey in the basin of the River Nyamuas in Lithuania as being in an ex-
cellent state at that time. They suggested that if fishing could be organized 
properly, the annual catch could reach 30,000 to 50,000 kilos. They refer to 
literature that describes previous catches from the area, for example dur-
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ing 1930–1933 catches ranged from 30,100 to 52,700 kilos. However, during 
World War II and some years after that, no lampreys were caught in the 
area, but river lamprey fishing was then resumed and rose from 800 ki-
los in 1958 to 11,200 kilos in 1966 (Gaygalas & Matskevichyus 1968). During 
the spawning season river lampreys are observed in 17 rivers (Kesminas & 
Švagždys 2010).

Witkowski (1992) wrote that in Poland the river lamprey enters the riv-
ers in the northern part of the country and at that time it was still locally 
abundant, although a distinct tendency to decrease could be seen. Between 
the wars and after World War II, over 100 tons of river lampreys were caught 
in the Vistula near Gdansk. However, at the end of the 1950s the catches 
were so low that fishing ceased (Witkowski 1992; Witkowski & Kuszewski 
1995). Later, Witkowski and Jęsior (2000) and Witkowski (2010) stated that 
the occurrence of river lampreys in Polish rivers was low due to environ-
mental pollution, overfishing and river damming. The river lamprey was 
concentrated to the lower Vistula basin. There the catches from 1990 to 
1999 varied from 1.8 tons in 1998 to 8.3 tons in 1995. 

In former times there was an important river lamprey fishery in the 
German rivers emptying into the southern Baltic Sea (e.g. Imam et al. 1958; 
Sterba 1962; Hardisty 1986a), but there seems not to be any lamprey fishing 
there now (Thiel et al. 2009). 

Gear Types Used for Lamprey Fishing
The fishing gears which have been used for river lamprey fishing in the 
Baltic Sea area can be divided into the following types: hollowed out tree-
trunk (Fig. 2), log-like structures made from boards (Swedish nättingstock) 
(Fig. 3), baskets, often of willow or juniper (Swedish nättingkasse) (Fig. 4, 5), 
pots made of laths (Swedish tinor) (Fig. 6), finely-woven fyke nets (Swedish 
nättingryssja) (Fig. 7, 8) and other designs, for example large milk pots and 
plastic pipes. Sometimes these traps are equipped with a lifting frame, and 
in that case they are often attached to a wooden construction built some 
metres out in the river from the river bank (in Finnish and Swedish pata; 
also known by some as pato) (Fig. 9, 10, 11, and 12) (cf. Storå 1978; Sjöberg 
1982). Trap types are adjusted to the stream condition and water level in the 
rivers. Except for the fyke net trap, the gears described from Sweden and 
Finland are used in connection to rapids or streaming sections. 

Some types of fishing gear are no longer in use in Sweden, and in the 
last few decades the materials in the traditional trap types have been re-
placed by other types of material. However, some of the methods known 
from former times have been in use until quite recently. For example, the 
lamprey trap described by Linnæus back in 1732 during his journey in the 
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County of Norrbotten in the northernmost part in Sweden (Linnæus 2003 
[1732]) was made of tree-trunks split into halves, hollowed out and then put 
together again. A similar model was in use up to the middle of the last cen-
tury in for example the River Piteälven and the River Gideälven (Fig. 2). It is 
easy to think that the wooden model made of boards and still in use in the 
River Rickleå (Fig. 3) and the River Öreälven is a direct descendant of the 
hollowed out trunk model. 

In 1772 Juvelius (1772) described a lamprey trap in Ostrobothnia in Fin-
land constructed of twigs or shoots of willow. River fishing has been done 
in the rivers in the area for hundreds of years, and they are adjusted to the 
conditions in the rivers. Thus, it is still possible to see this type of trap in 
use for example in the River Simojoki in the southern part of the province 
of Lapland (Fig. 4). However, in the 1980s the traditional type of baskets 
constructed of willow shoots began to be replaced by baskets built from 
plastic coated wire netting, plastic nets, or later on even by fibreglass in 
Finland (Fig. 13 and 14), and a bit later also in Sweden, where even metallic 
nets are used. Some wooden trap types (other than those made of wooden 
boards), for example the traps made of wooden laths, are still in use in the 
River Torneälven, although in recent years they are being replaced more 
and more by a trap of similar shape but made of glass fibre. Otherwise, a 
significant difference between the fishing gears in Finland and Sweden is 
that fyke nets are nowadays frequently used in most of the Finnish lamprey 
rivers, but not at all in Sweden (apart from tests in two rivers). In Finland 
they were used in the River Kalajoki for a short period in the 1940s, but from 
the mid 1960s the use of fyke nets increased rapidly, and from there it spread 
to other rivers (Tuomi-Nikula 1986). For example, in the early 2000s there 
were approximately 70 fyke nets in use in the River Kalajoki and 90 per cent 
of the catch was caught by them, while in 2010 the number of fyke nets was 
35 and their proportion of catch was 78 per cent (Aronsuu 2011c). According 
to Aronsuu (2011c) the number of traps has been restricted by the owners 
of the fishing rights in almost all of the Finnish lamprey rivers because of 
decreasing populations.

In Latvia fishing gears of traditional materials are still used (Fig. 12). 
However, baskets made of willow shoots or spruce are no longer in use. 
Spruce was preferred when available, but in the River Daugava the traps 
were made of willow, because spruce is not common in that area. According 
to the fishermen, the wooden traps used at the weirs in the River Salaca had 
been successively abandoned since the early 1980s and about 15 years ago 
they all seem to have been replaced by traps with nets. During the transi-
tion period the fishermen compared and evaluated the two types of traps in 
practice. They have not been replaced by plastic or metallic netting materi-
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als. Fyke nets are used in Latvia (Fig. 8), but without the wings typical of the 
nets in Finland. 

In Estonia lampreys are mostly caught in fyke nets (Oras (ed.) 2007), 
but fishing gears formed as cones, made of plastic, are also used. Kangur et 
al. (2005) mention “lamprey bags and small traps.” When Gaygalas and Mat-
skevichyus (1968) described the situation for the river lamprey in the basin 
of the River Nyamuas in Lithuania in former times, they also mentioned 
that different types of net traps and osier cone traps were used for catching 
lampreys.   

Organization of the Fishing
Generally, fishing rights in Swedish and Finnish rivers belong to the land-
owners along the river in question (Storå 1978; Storå 1986). However, in real-
ity the lamprey fishing is often performed as a community activity, and a 
fishing site can also be leased, as is done in for example the River Piteälven 
in Sweden and in the River Lestijoki in Finland. In some cases the fishing 
is locally quite strictly regulated, as in the rapids near to the river mouth in 
the River Rickleå. There the fishing is divided into 256 skäl, an old measure-
ment for grain, etcetera but also regarded as a measurement of taxation as-
sessment based on the acreage, position, etcetera of the farm. The fishing is 
done by teams of two persons. Every night two teams fish, one on each side 
of the river. The fishing implements are utilized in common by all mem-
bers of the community and every fishing team is supposed to keep a certain 
number of nättingstockar available. There can be a total of up to 70 stockar 
in use in the rapids every night. In practice, this organization is restricted 
to the lower part of the river. Further upstream every member of the village 
can fish for lampreys anywhere in the river. Similar strict organization of 
the lamprey fishing was also in use in the formerly important lamprey rivers 
Dalälven and Umeälven in Sweden (Berg 1960; Ehn 1970; Ehn 1986; Öhman 
2000).

Similarly, in Finland the landowners also own the fishing rights, but 
today the organization can differ among rivers. For example in the River 
Simojoki the landowners still have access to the best fishing sites, while for 
example in the River Perhonjoki all persons living in the community have 
the right to fish for lampreys, but the number of fishing gears allowed to be 
used is regulated. Each person has the right to use one fyke net or ten pots. 
It is very likely that the fairly late introduction of fyke nets as fishing gear 
for river lamprey has changed the previously strict regulation of lamprey 
fishing: fish traps (like baskets) are placed in rapids, and thus in restricted 
areas along the river, while the fyke nets are normally placed in the water 
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between the mouth of the river and the first rapid. For more detailed de-
scriptions of the organization of lamprey fishing in the different northern 
Finnish rivers, see for example Tuikkala 1986; Tuomi-Nikula 1986; Kaski & 
Oikarinen 2011; and for more detailed information about fishing rights in 
Finland in general, see: www.fao.org/fi/oldsite/FCP/en/FIN/body.htm. The 
river lamprey-fishing season starts on 16 August and ends on 31 March. In 
practice, however, fishing ends at the end of October or November when ice 
begins to cover the rivers (Tuunainen et al. 1986; Lehtonen 2006). 

The lamprey fishing in Latvia is commercial; no fishing for recreational 
purposes is allowed. The Fishery Department of Latvia decides in what riv-
ers lamprey fishing is allowed, and the type and number of fishing gears 
are also decided by the Department, based on historical experiences gained 
from practising fishermen. Then the responsibility for the fishing is de-
legated to the municipalities on the rivers, and fishermen can apply for a 
license to the municipality. A licence can then cover a period of for example 
15 years. In 2011 17 rivers were open for lamprey fishing. As in Sweden and 
Finland, one may not completely block the river with nets or traps, but a 
certain fraction of the river must remain open. This is to ensure that some 
fish can pass the gears.

Economic Importance
In the autumn of 2011 fishermen in Sweden received about 2.5 SEK (ap-
proximately 0.27 Euro) per lamprey, while at the market in Umeå in 
Northern Sweden the price for ten vacuum-packed cold-smoked lampreys 
was 120 SEK, that is, about 13 Euro, and in a grocery shop the price for one 
cold-smoked lamprey from Klabböle in the River Umeälven was 15 SEK, 
that is, about 1.6 Euro. In Finland, the fishermen in the River Perhonjoki 
got 50 Eurocents each for the fresh lampreys during the autumn of 2011, 
while for example in Ii in Northern Finland the cost of one grilled lamprey 
was two Euros (as of 11 December 2011, the exchange rate was one Euro to 
8.99 SEK).

If the present catch of lampreys in Finland is approximately 0.9 mil-
lion (Aronsuu 2011c) and the potential value of one lamprey is 50 cents 
to the fishermen, as in the River Perhonjok in 2011, then the approximate 
total value of the lamprey fishing would be about 450,000 Euros, but  
Aronsuu (2011c) estimates the value of fresh lampreys at about 0.5 million 
Euros per year and as refined about 1.5 million Euros (the prize for one 
kilogram of grilled lamprey at the market places is usually 20–50 Euros). 
Kaski and Oikarinen (2011) estimated the number of lampreys caught in 
the rivers between Tornionjoki and Perhonjoki in Northern Finland (it 
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is from this area that 80–90 per cent of the total catch of lampreys in 
Finland comes) to be between 660 and 850 thousand in the last few years 
with a weight of between 28 and 50 tons, given a value of 0.4–0.5 million 
Euros (the mean value for one kilo of fresh lampreys in 2010 was 10–11 
Euros). The most important rivers are Tornionjoki, Kemijoki, Iijoki, Si-
ikajoki, Pyhäjoki, Kalajoki and Lestijoki. Other important rivers are Simo-
joki, Kiiminkijoki and Perhonjoki. In 2010 297 persons fished with 193 fyke 
nets and 1926 traps within the region according to a compilation made by 
Kaski and Oikarinen (2011) (see also Seppälä & Sarell 2002). 

A similar estimate of the Swedish value (based on a total catch of ap-
proximately 0.15 million lampreys and a potential value of 2.5 SEK each) 
yields a total value of approximately 0.38 million SEK, or about 42,000  
Euros for fresh lampreys. 

The general impression among the fishermen in Latvia is that the de-
mand for lampreys is higher than what they can deliver, and the prices for 
lampreys are at the higher end of the scale for fishes. At the Central Market 
in Riga in November 2011, the price for one kilo of grilled river lamprey was 
about eight Latvian Lats (equal to 104 SEK or 11.24 Euros as of the exchange 
rates at that time). At the same time the price the fishermen got was 2.5–3.5 
Lats per kilo. If the total catch in Latvia is about 100 tons, the total value 
of the catch would be approximately 4.2 million SEK or approximately 
467,000 Euros. In the market the retail price in 2011 for fresh lampreys (i.e. 
the price for one kilo of fresh lampreys at the fish market) was starting from 
4.9 Lats per kilo.

The Market for River Lamprey
During the season, that is, mostly during September and October in Swe-
den and Finland, river lampreys are sold in grocery stores and at markets in 
the vicinity of the fishing sites. However, in some areas the lampreys are 
prepared for the market on a larger scale. In Sweden, the towns of Umeå and 
Gävle are such places, and in Finland Ii, Oulu, Kalajoki, Himanka and Pori 
along the coast of the Gulf of Bothnia are similar centres. In these areas, re-
sellers of lampreys collect lampreys from different rivers having a surplus 
of lampreys. In Latvia the towns of Carnikava and Salacgriva in the eastern 
part of the country are centres for preparation of lampreys. 

In Finland the structure of lamprey fishing and lamprey markets has 
been studied by Katajisto (2001) from the fishermen’s viewpoint, as well of 
the lamprey consumers and buying behaviour along the rivers Tiukanjoki, 
Kyrönjoki , Perhonjoki and Lestijoki. It was concluded, based on a question-
naire, that the lamprey purchasers are usually middle-aged and of varying 
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social and economic status, and in general people were satisfied with the 
supply of processed lamprey and the price of the products. Furthermore, 
the fishermen sell the main part of the yearly catch unprocessed, and most 
of the catch is directly sold to the processing companies or their purchas-
ers. None of the fishermen intended to stop fishing because of low prices 
(Katajisto 2001). 

As mentioned above, the interviewed fishermen in Latvia regarded the 
market for river lamprey as good. During a part of the season in 2011 unsuit-
able winds in the Baltic resulted in smaller numbers of migrating lampreys 
than normal in the rivers, and the prices for lampreys were unusually high 
(www.ej.uz/xi5u). Still the consumers bought the products, and the fishermen 
regarded the demand for lampreys as bigger than the catches. In the Central 
Market in Riga there were at least 17 different sellers in the fish section who 
offered grilled river lampreys for sail (just one offered smoked lampreys). 

At least eleven companies in Latvia are involved in processing lampreys and 
most of them are located in the town of Carnikava east of Riga (www.delfi.lv).

How Lampreys are Prepared for Food
The lampreys are consumed as cold-smoked, warm-smoked, grilled, pan-
fried, boiled or as an ingredient in soup. There are regional differences in 
preference, as described for Finland by Tuomi-Nikula (1977), but in general 
in the northern part of coastal Sweden, smoked lampreys dominate, while 
further south grilled lampreys are more common. Along the Finnish coastal 
region of the Gulf of Bothnia, grilled lamprey seems to be preferred today 
(sometimes marinated), and Latvia is similar. 

The preparation of the river lamprey for consumption also varies among 
different river valleys and regions. In most geographic areas, the abundant 
slime that the lampreys secrete is removed before preparation (Fig. 15). This 
is achieved by placing the live fish in water to which ash or lime has been 
added, as is done along the rivers Rickleå and Umeälven, or in salt, as along 
the River Torneälven and the Lestijoki and Perhonjoki valleys in Finland. 
The lampreys are then carefully washed in fresh water. In the Rickleå dis-
trict the lampreys are then put in salt brine for 24 hours, after which they 
are ready for smoking. Alder wood is used, sometimes with the addition of 
juniper wood to yield another colour and taste. (For a detailed description of 
the former fishing in the River Nykarleby in Finland, see Juvelius 1772; Storå 
1978; Storå 2008; and for River Dalälven in Sweden, see Ehn 1970; Ehn 1986.) 

In Latvia most of the lampreys are consumed fried or grilled, but it is 
also possible to buy smoked lampreys (Riekstiņš 1999). In Latvian homes 
the lampreys are mostly eaten grilled or fried, and smoked lampreys are not 
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common. The slime is not always taken away before preparation, but when 
it is done, salt is normally used.2

Fig. 1. Eric Andersson at the River Rickleå, province of Västerbotten, Sweden, demonstrates how a 
river lamprey can attach to objects like his hand by their sucking mouth. The scientific name Lampe-
tra means ‘stone licker,’ referring to its habit to attach to stones in the river (Kullander 2011). 
30 August 2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.

Fig. 2. River lamprey stocks, each of them cloven in two parts, hollowed out, and then put together 
again, were commonly used in the River Gideälven, province of Västernorrland, Sweden, until the 
middle of the 1950s. 19 September 2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Fig. 3. Eric Andersson and Greger Roos emptying traditional lamprey fishing gears made of 
wooden boards (Swedish: nättingstockar) in the River Rickleå, province of Västerbotten, Sweden, 
30 August 2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.

Fig. 4. In the River Simojoki in the southern part of the Finnish province of Lapland, traditional  
lamprey traps constructed of willow shoots still dominate, although the use of modern materials 
like fibreglass is increasing here too. In this river the fishing gears dry during the day after empty-
ing them in the morning. In the evening they are put back into the river. The reason is that the 
baskets are quite fragile and last just a few years, and also because leaves and other organic ma-
terials drifting in the river are attached to the fishing gears and slow down the water flow through 
the gears if they are exposed around the clock. Furthermore, the lampreys only migrate during the 
night, so few are missed when the traps are out of the water. 27 September 2011.  
Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Fig. 5. The River Kalajoki in the southern part of the province of Northern Ostrobothnia, Finland. 
A mix of traditional baskets and modern material is used in the river. In the river wooden weirs or 
barriers are seen, where the traps, equipped with lifting frames, are attached. 27 September 2011. 
Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.

Fig. 6. Because of the unusually high water levels in many of the northern Swedish and Finnish riv-
ers in the end of September 2011, some of the fishing gears for lampreys was temporarily brought 
to the shore, as shown here in the River Torneälven (Finnish: River Tornionjoki), the river dividing 
Sweden and Finland. The fishing gears in the front are constructed of wooden laths. 26 September 
2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Fig. 7. In the River Lestijoki in the province of Middle Ostrobothnia, Finland, fyke nets, as shown 
here, are today the dominant lamprey trap type. 29 September 2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.

Fig. 8. Normunds Lode emptying his river lamprey fyke nets in the River Užava in Western Latvia, 
17 November 2010. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Fig. 9. On the Finnish side of the River Torneälven along the border between Sweden and Finland, 
river lamprey fishing is still carried on with traditional methods with baskets on lifting frames at-
tached to wooden barriers along rapids in the river. In this river there are no obstacles in the form 
of hydroelectric power plant dams, and lampreys can be caught in rapids as far as 40 kilometres 
upstream from the mouth of the river. View of a wooden construction called pata (or pato) in the 
Kukkola rapid in the River Torneälven (Finnish side), 26 September 2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.

Fig. 10. On more simple wooden constructions lamprey gears are attached in a row out from the 
shore. Here, the Finnish side of the Kukkola rapid in the River Torneälven, 26 September 2011. 
Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Fig. 11. Helge Blomlid and Bertil Niska emptying their lamprey traps attached to a pata (or pato) 
along the Swedish side of the River Torneälven, early in the morning of 26 September 2011. 
Photo: Kjell Sjöberg. 

Fig. 12. A weir in the River Salaca in eastern Latvia with gears designed for river lampreys,  
18 November 2010. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Fig. 13. Present-day fishing gears for river lamprey fishing in the River Perhonjoki in the province 
of Middle Ostrobothnia, Finland. Note that traditional gear design is still used, but willow shoots 
have been replaced by metallic nets covered by plastic (the light green traps in the foreground), 
or by plastic nets (the dark green traps in the background). 28 September 2011.  
Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.

Fig. 14. The traditional river lamprey traps constructed of wood are more and more being suc-
ceeded by similar traps made from other materials, like here in the River Torneälven (Finnish side), 
where the use of wooden lath traps (Fig. 6) is changing to glass fibre traps. 26 September 2011. 
Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Fig. 15. Sven Öberg is preparing river lampreys for cold smoking by mixing them in a solution of 
salt in water, after their slime has been removed by rotating them in a mix of lime and water for 
some minutes, and then carefully rinsing in water. The River Öreälven, province of Västerbotten, 
Sweden, 16 September 2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Activities to Improve Lamprey  
Populations in the Rivers

Improvement of Fish Ways
Hydroelectric power plant dams are regarded as one of the most important 
reasons for the decline of river lampreys (e.g. Fig. 16). For example, regula-
tion of the water flow can dry out larval habitats and spawning sites, or 
cause damage due to changes in water level. However, another problem for 
the lampreys is that they cannot normally pass a power plant dam even if 
a waterway or fish way is constructed, because they are mainly designed 
for salmonid fish, and not for relatively weak swimmers like the lamprey. 
For that reason studies and experiments have been made to evaluate and 
improve the situation for the upstream migration of lampreys (Laine et al. 
1998; Larinier 2008; Lucas et al. 2009). When brushes were added in the 
lower end of slots, lampreys were able to swim through vertical slot sec-
tions of the fish way in the River Kemijoki and the results seem promising 
(Aronsuu 2011b). 

Fig. 16. The nowadays more or less dry rapid Baggböleforsen in the River Umeälven, province 
of Västerbotten, Sweden, is an example of the effect on lamprey habitats by construction of a 
hydroelectric power plant station. This rapid was once one of the best fishing sites for lamprey 
fishing in Sweden. Back in the 1970s about ten tons of lampreys were caught annually, that is, 
about 200,000 lampreys. Now the water in the river is by-passed and the water runs in a tunnel in 
the ground, emptying downstream of the nearly dry rapid which is shown above, and leaving this 
section of the river with just a trickle of water in the middle of the river. 
18 October 2011. Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.
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Transportation of Lampreys above Migration Barriers
To make it possible for the lampreys to reach reproduction areas and habi-
tats above power plant dams, transportation of lampreys above such migra-
tion barriers is performed at least in the following Finnish rivers (Aronsuu 
2011b): the River Kemijoki, 100,000 adult lampreys per year; the River Iijoki, 
60,000 adults per year; the River Oulujoki, 50,000 adults per year; the River 
Perhonjoki, 10,000 adults per year; the River Kokemäenjoki, 5,000 adults 
per year. In the River Perhonjoki, 576,118 adult lampreys were transported 
over a dam between 1981 and 2010 (Vikström 2011a). According to Aronsuu 
and Tuohino (2011) there has been no detectable increase in response in the 
number of lampreys migrating upstream, which can be clearly attributed to 
these actions, but they suggest that this might be due to the lack of homing 
behaviour of the lampreys, resulting in migrating to other rivers instead of 
their home river.

Transportation of lampreys around barriers like dams has been per-
formed in Sweden although at a smaller scale than in Finland; currently 
such transportation is performed in the River Dalälven and the River Ljus-
nan. In the River Dalälven some thousand per year are caught at Älvkarleby. 
During the period 2006–2009 in total 14,466 lampreys were caught, with 
a weight of 1,037 kilos, that is, a mean value of 71.7 grams per lamprey, and 
12,271 of them were transported over the dam at Älvkarleby. For example, 
in 2008, 6,173 lampreys were caught, with a weight of 392 kilos,3 thus with a 
mean weight of 63.5 grams. In the River Ljusnan lampreys have been caught 
and transported around a hydroelectric power station dam close to the river 
mouth since 1989. In total, 5,231 kilos of lampreys were transported in that 
way between 1989 and 2010, giving a mean value of 238 kilos per year.4

Artificial Production and Release of Larval Lampreys 
Artificial production of river lamprey larvae was tried for the first time in 
Finland in the early 1980s and has been performed in the River Perhon-
joki and other rivers since that time (Vikström 2002; Aronsuu 2011b; see 
also Tuohino 2011a; Tuohino 2011b). At present two million larvae per year 
are released in the River Iijoki, and 15 million per year in the River Per-
honjoki. Between 1997 and 2010 a total of 210 million lamprey larvae have 
been released in the river Perhonjoki and its tributaries (Aronsuu 2011b; 
Vikström 2011a). Some of the results seem to be promising and release of 
larvae has increased larval densities in one of the tributaries, which was 
earlier blocked by damming. However, in the main river larval densities are 
still at a low level (Aronsuu & Tuohino 2011). River lamprey larvae have also 
been released in the rivers Kyrönjoki, Lappväärtinjoki, Tiukanjoki Lestijoki 
and Perhonjoki (www.miljo.fi or www.ymparisto.fi). 
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Nothing of this kind is done in Sweden, but in Latvia artificial pro-
duction of river lamprey larvae is performed as in Finland, and during the 
period 2003–2009 a mean number of 14.2 million larvae were produced and 
released in eight Latvian rivers, among them the Daugava, Gauja, Salaca and 
Venta (Riekstiņš et al. (eds.) 2010). In Estonia, fertilized river lamprey eggs 
have been reared in fish hatcheries since the 1950s (Saat et al. 2003).  

Water Quality, Spawning Sites and Larval Habitats in 
Lamprey Rivers
In Finland, the effect of water quality on the river lamprey has been studied 
in the River Kyrönjoki (Mäenpää et al. 2000) and in the River Perhonjoki, 
where Myllynen et al. (1997) investigated the effects of the prevailing water 
quality on the hatchability of lamprey roe and survival of newly hatched 
larvae. They found that the survival of lamprey at early life states can be 
markedly affected by water quality. In particular, high iron concentrations, 
together with acid pH appeared to reduce the hatchability of fertilized eggs 
and increase the mortality of newly hatched larvae. 

In the rivers Kalajoki, Perhonjoki and Pyhäjoki the effects of river re-
gulation on lampreys were studied by Eklund et al. (1984) and Niemi and 
Kauppinen (1986). In the River Kalajoki they found a close connection be-
tween the effects on water quality of a water reservoir and a decline (and 
subsequent recovery) of the lamprey stock. In the River Perhonjoki a dam 
is blocking lamprey migration 32 kilometres from the sea. Much of the 
lower course has been dredged, and thus made largely uninhabitable for 
larval lamprey (ammocoetes). Their conclusion was that the river lamprey 
population was likely to collapse unless spawners were transported over the 
dam. Ojutkangas et al. (1995) studied the abundance of lamprey larvae in 
the River  Perhonjoki and concluded that thick ice cover was formed on 
the most important production sites in the river below the dams as a result 
of short-term water regulation. Thick ice cover and fluctuations in water 
flow increased erosion, and therefore decreased both the quality and quan-
tity of the production sites. Further studies in the River Perhonjoki have 
indicated that river regulation measures and short-term fluctuations in the 
water level below the power plant have rendered this section almost totally 
unsuitable for larval production (Aronsuu & Tuohino 2011). 

Larval habitats have been studied in the River Kalajoki and there are 
less suitable habitats near a power plant due to short-term regulation and 
also in embanked and dredged sections of the river (Aronsuu & Tuohino 
2011). Based on the conclusions from these studies (and others), restoration 
work has been done in both the River Kalajoki and the River Perhonjoki. For 
example, spawning habitats have been restored by transportation of sieved 
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gravel to riffle areas and new spawning habitats have also been similarly 
created. Furthermore, big piles of gravel have been left in the uppermost 
parts of restored riffle areas so that gravel is spread downstream over time 
with the help of floods (Aronsuu 2011b). Larval habitats have been restored 
by modification of the straightened river banks and fish ways and artificial 
rapids have been constructed in the River Kalajoki (Aronsuu 2011a; Aron-
suu 2011b). Similar activities and studies have also been performed in other 
Ostrobothnian rivers in Finland (for more information, see www.miljo.fi or 
www.ymparisto.fi). 

The Future of Lamprey Fishing
Among those fishermen interviewed along the Swedish side of the Gulf of 
Bothnia in this study, most have learned and taken over the fishing tradi-
tion from their fathers. They are thus continuing a tradition that is several 
hundred years old. For most of them there is no great profit in the activity; 
they fish for tradition and for their own households and for neighbours. 
However, only a few of them have successors to take up the tradition when 
they stop fishing themselves. Furthermore, because most of the fishermen 
are elderly (many are in their 60s or 70s), the future for lamprey fishing in 
Sweden seems to be quite uncertain at present. 

The situation in Finland appears to be better than in Sweden. The fish-
ing is more extensive, there are more active fishermen, they use more ef-
ficient fishing gear, the market for the fish is more developed, and studies 
about the quality of river lamprey as food are performed (Merivirta 2007). 
There are also ongoing restoration activities to improve the situation for the 
lampreys in the rivers, for example on the spawning grounds. 

In Latvia the situation seems to be even better than in Finland. There 
still exist about 50–100 professional river lamprey fishermen5 and there is a 
more industrial scale in the operations producing lamprey products for the 
market. According to local fishermen, it is not difficult to recruit new fisher-
men to lamprey fishing at present. Furthermore, the river lamprey is still a 
well-known food among the Latvian people, and the price for the lamprey 
in the market is towards the higher end of the scale among fish species (Fig. 
17).6 For example, at the Central Market in Riga, the price for a kilo of fresh 
river lamprey was 4.90 Lats per kilo, and the price for fresh pike perch was 
3.80 Lats per kilo on 9 November 2011. 

Discussion
River lampreys were once a widespread species along the coastal areas of 
Europe, and during spawning migration up the rivers, they were caught in 
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Fig. 17. River lamprey products for sale at the Central Market in Riga, 9 November 2011.  
Photo: Kjell Sjöberg.

large numbers for food (e.g. Sterba 1962; Hardisty 2006). Today there is es-
sentially no river lamprey fishing for food performed in the British Isles 
(Igoe et al. 2004; Kelly & King 2001), and that seems to be the case also in 
Germany (Thiel et al. 2009). However, river lampreys are still caught in the 
tidal Ouse in North-East England, where for example almost 40,000 lam-
preys were caught in 2003–2004, but they are sold to anglers for use as bait 
(Masters et al. 2006). 

In the northern part of the Baltic Sea area, the tradition of river lamprey 
fishing for food still lives on. In addition, in Lithuania in the Southern Bal-
tic Sea area, river lamprey fishing still exists and particularly so in Estonia 
and Latvia. However, the catches have decreased in Sweden as well as in Fin-
land during the last few decades, even though the fishing gear used there has 
become more efficient and easier to handle (Ojutkangas et al. 1995). There 
could be multiple interacting reasons for the decline including a decrease in 
the lamprey populations, overfishing, a reduction in fishing effort, and/or 
changes in the market demand for river lampreys. 

It seems reasonable to assume that the construction of hydroelectric 
power plants in the middle of the last century had a negative effect on river 
lamprey populations, because large areas of lamprey spawning and larval 
habitats are no longer available in many of the larger rivers in the Baltic Sea 
area (e.g. Tuunainen et al. 1980; Soler & Nathanson 2006; Nathanson & Liby 
2007). 
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Constructions of hydroelectric power plants in the lower parts of rivers 
are barriers for the anadromous river lamprey when it enters the rivers from 
the sea to spend the winter in the river and for spawning the next spring. 
Such barriers are impossible for the lampreys to pass, and even if there are 
fish ways (fish ladders) constructed in connection to a dam, the lampreys 
are normally too weak swimmers to be able to pass even then (fish ways are 
mainly designed for salmon and trout). Short-term regulation of water levels 
and dredging of the rivers, which influences the larval and spawning habitats 
are other effects of hydroelectric power plants (e.g. Kainua & Valtonen 1980; 
Eklund et al. 1984; Ojutkangas et al. 1995). Additional reasons for a decline are 
changes in the quality of river water due to contamination as well as other 
aspects like the pH level (Myllynen et al. 1997; Edén et al. 1999).  

In HELCOM’s (Helsinki Commission) red list of threatened and de-
creasing species in the Baltic Sea (HELCOM 2007), the river lamprey was 
listed as a species with high priority in 2005, and with the notation that the 
species is of global importance. It was also defined as a key species, that is, as 
a species that has a controlling influence on a community. It is regarded as 
a species that is decreasing in number and this decrease is classified as be-
ing of importance regionally, particularly in the southern Baltic Sea. In the 
northern part of the Baltic Sea it is classified as Near threatened (NT), but 
here there is only a moderate decrease (HELCOM 2007). 

In Sweden the river lamprey was included in the national Red List Book 
in the 2005 edition as Near threatened (NT), but in 2010 it was deleted and 
the population was given the definition Least concern (LC) (Gärdenfors (ed.) 
2005; Gärdenfors (ed.) 2010). In the Finnish Red List it was concluded that 
the river lamprey has decreased in number recently and that the number 
of larvae fluctuates. Therefore the category Near threatened (NT) was re-
tained in that list (Urho et al. 2010). In the national Red List of Germany 
it is regarded as Critically endangered (CR) and as Vulnerable (VU) in the 
Polish list (HELCOM 2007), but in the IUCN category as Endangered (EN) 
(Witkowski 2010).

Overall, there seem to be different levels of threats to the river lamprey 
in different parts of the Baltic Sea area. However, the fact that there are 
attempts to improve the situation for lamprey, for example by transport-
ing them over barriers in the rivers emptying into the Baltic Sea, release of 
lamprey larvae, and restoration of spawning and larval habitats certainly 
indicate some level of concern. In the rivers Kalajoki and Perhonjoki in Fin-
land, there seems to be a negative trend in the number of up migrating lam-
preys, although the catches have fluctuated widely from year to year since 
the late 1970s (Kaski & Oikarinen 2011). In the River Perhonjoki, studies 
have also shown that the number of lamprey larvae has decreased signifi-
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cantly since 1982 due to river regulation measures (Ojutkangas et al. 1995; 
Aronsuu 2011a). 

Could overfishing be a reason for decreasing lamprey populations? 
Only one study has been performed in Sweden where the number of river 
lampreys migrating into a river was calculated (by the mark-release-recap-
ture method) in relation to the number of fish caught (Asplund & Söder-
gren 1975). However, that study was performed just for one year and rather a 
long while ago (data collection in 1973). This study calculated that the catch 
comprised 43 per cent of the total population.

In Finland, in the River Kalajoki, the catches have been related to the 
estimated total number of migrating lampreys since the late 1970s (Aron-
suu 2011a). There were great variations among years. For example in 1981 
the catch efficiency was 49 per cent, but values up to 60 per cent were cal-
culated for single years. Valtonen (1980) estimated the fishing mortality to 
be above 80 per cent for the end of September and middle October in the 
River Kalajoki, but then it decreased rapidly because ice on the river pre-
vented most of the trap net fishing and some fishing with baskets. In the 
River Pyhäjoki the rate of exploitation was calculated to between 50 and 60 
per cent at the beginning of October. In a similar study in the River Perhon-
joki for 1981, the catch efficiency was 44 per cent (Eklund et al. 1984), but in 
the last decade the figure is about 31 per cent, according to a compilation 
by Vikström (2011b). However, when including all the years since the 1970s, 
Aronsuu and Tuohino (2011) calculated the mortality in Kalajoki at 50 per 
cent on average, and in Perhonjoki at 43 per cent, and they found that in the 
last decade the catches and migrating stock of lampreys were at a low level. 
The fishermen at the River Kalajoki have voluntarily decreased the number 
of fishing gears in the last few years7 and generally the catches are regulated 
for example by rules for how many gears the fishermen are allowed to use. 
In the River Perhonjoki the number of traps was 107 in 2009 but 77 in 2010, 
and the number of fyke nets was 38 in 2009 but 17 in 2010 (in 1980 the 
number of traps was 275 and the number of fyke nets was six) (Vikström 
2011b). At least along two rivers in Northern Finland the fishermen have 
decided not to use the efficient fyke nets. Thus, with the present levels of 
catches, and with knowledge about the age structure among the fishermen, 
the judgement is that the river lamprey populations are not threatened 
(Kaski & Oikarinen 2011). 

From the River Vistula in Poland, Witkowski (1992) refers to catches of 
river lampreys between the wars and after the Wold War II, when over 100 tons 
of lampreys were caught. At the end of the 1950s, however, the catches were 
so low that the fishing ceased. The result was regarded as depending on very 
strong fishery exploitation of lampreys migrating to their spawning grounds.  
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Even if the present situation for the river lamprey populations might 
be acceptable, at least in some rivers, the situation for lamprey fishing could 
still be different in the future. Particularly in Sweden the number of fisher-
men is low and is likely to continue to decrease, because most of the fisher-
men are elderly (and they fish for lampreys for tradition and leisure, rather 
than for economic reasons). The situation is similar in Finland, although 
not as pronounced as in Sweden. In a study of lamprey fishing in the river 
valleys of Lappväärtinjoki-Isojoki, Tiukanjoki, Kyrönjoki, Perhonjoki and 
Lestijoki in Finland, 42 per cent of 45 fishermen were over 60 years old, and 
only 2.2 per cent of them were younger than 20 years old. Just 4.5 per cent 
of them regarded themselves as full-time professional lamprey fishermen, 
while 18.2 per cent regarded themselves as part-time (i.e. 50 per cent) pro-
fessionals. The other persons fished for lamprey for their own household 
or for recreation (Katajisto 2001). The best situation seems to be in Latvia, 
where there still exist 50–100 professional river lamprey fishermen.8

What about the expected future market for river lampreys? The inter-
views in this study indicated that although the fishermen say that they can 
currently sell their catches on the market, it is important to note that also 
the consumers of lampreys are mostly elderly people, and many among the 
younger generation have no tradition or history of eating river lamprey (cf. 
Katajisto 2001; Nathanson & Liby 2007). Thus, as most of the Swedish fish-
ermen have few successors and their consumers are ageing, in Sweden the 
prognosis for the future of river lamprey fishing does not seem to be prom-
ising. The situation appears to be better in Finland and even more so in 
Latvia, where there still exist professional lamprey fishermen, and in these 
countries the tradition of river lamprey eating seems to be more strongly 
kept than in Sweden. 

However, today fishing for river lampreys occurs in at least 16 Swedish 
rivers, and in at least 20 Finnish rivers. In Latvia licences for lamprey fishing 
are available in 17 rivers. Thus, in conclusion, although certainly decreasing 
in importance, the tradition of river lamprey fishing in the Baltic Sea area 
is still alive! 
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