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(8 January 2026)

Subject: Compliance of Denmark with Article 12(4) of the Habitats Directive regarding harbour porpoise by-catch

According to an evaluation by the Danish Centre for Environment and Energy at Aarhus University,  the harbour porpoise 
population in Danish waters has been in significant decline. Since 2005, the population in the Danish straights has decreased by  
an average of 2.7% per year, with an estimated population of approximately 14 400 individuals in 2022. The identified drivers  
of this decline include lack of food, incidental by-catch and a deteriorating marine environment, including increased hypoxia.  
In  the  light  of  this  development,  the Baltic  Marine Environment  Protection  Commission  — also known  as  the  Helsinki  
Commission or Helcom — intends to change the conservation status of the species from ‘vulnerable’ to ‘threatened’ in its next  
assessment.

While Denmark registers by-catch of harbour porpoises, which are listed in Annex IV(a) of the Habitats Directive, Article 12(4) 
of the directive requires Member States not only to monitor incidental capture or killing, but also to take further research or  
conservation measures where necessary to ensure that such by-catch does not have a significant negative impact on the species  
concerned.

In  the  light  of  the  registered  by-catch  data  and  the  documented  population  decline,  does  the  Commission  consider  that  
Denmark is meeting its obligations under Article 12(4) of the Habitats Directive?
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Answer given by Ms Roswall on behalf of the European Commission
(10 March 2026)

The Danish report under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive (1) submitted to the Commission (2) and covering the 2019-2024 
period indicated, for the harbour porpoise, a favourable conservation status with a stable trend in the marine Atlantic region,  
and an unfavourable-bad conservation status with a declining trend in the marine Baltic region. The report indicates bycatch  
and incidental killing as high pressures for the species in both marine biogeographical regions. 

By-catch of harbour porpoises has been monitored electronically with cameras on a number of Danish commercial gillnet  
fishing vessels since 2010 (3). 

Recent estimates indicate that by-catch in Danish and Swedish fisheries may exceed sustainability thresholds in parts of the  
western Baltic Sea (4). 

Certain mitigation measures to limit  by-catch are applied in Danish waters,  such as the use of acoustic deterrent devices  
(‘pingers’) on bottom-set gillnets and entangling net vessels equal or above 12 meters in the North Sea, Skagerrak, Kattegat  
(only from 1 August  to  31 October) and parts  of the Baltic  Sea,  as well  as  seasonal  closures of static net fishing in the 
Natura 2000 area ‘Adler Grund and Rønne Banke’ (5) in the Baltic Sea. 

The Commission is currently carefully monitoring the situation in Denmark in relation to Article 12(4) of the Habitats Directive 
and may consider taking further steps if the measures taken by Denmark are deemed insufficient.
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