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ABSTRACT 

Norway has been characterized as a “hesitant reformer” regarding fisheries management. 
Instead of introducing a fully fledged ITQ-system after the crisis in the coastal fisheries 
in 1990, a new Individual Vessel Quota (IVQ) system was introduced. Later a structural 
policy was introduced, whereby fishing rights (and adjoining quotas) may be bought and 
sold together with the vessel. This system in turn necessitated a quota allocation system, 
and the article traces this system, its origins, structure and logic. Different allocation keys 
prescribe how all important commercial species are allocated to different fleet groups and 
down to the individual vessel. Having worked for nearly 20 years, the allocation system 
has been heavily institionalized and hence difficult to change. Several reforms have been 
suggested, but for the time being Norwegian fishers seem largely satisfied with the 
overall system, although fisheries administrators have ended up being more involved with 
detailed allocation issues, instead of less which was part of the idea behind the new 
system.   
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

For a foreigner the situation in the Norwegian fisheries may be difficult to comprehend; 
on the one hand the fisheries authorities claim that marine resources belong to the public, 
that is, to the Norwegian people, while on the other hand fishing rights and attached 
quotas have been traded for years. Norway has, in the field of fisheries, been 
characterized as “the hesitant reformer” (Hersoug 2005), producing a system over the last 
70 years that is a complicated mix of plan and market, that is, of elements that are 
politically administrated blended with other elements that are entirely market driven. 
Unlike many other systems, there is no master plan behind this development, but more a 
succession of reforms, starting in the 1930s, intensified in the 1970s and complemented 
with the closing of the coastal commons in the 1990s. Quite often new policies have been 
added to counter the unfortunate effects of previous reforms, thus producing a very 
detailed and complex system, difficult to understand even for Norwegian fishers.  

Nowhere is this more evident than in the allocation of fishing rights and attached 
quotas. The bottom line is that the fish resources (by law) have been considered public 
property, with the state acting as guardian on behalf of the Norwegian people. While the 
management of these resources may fulfill several objectives, biological sustainability 
has, since the establishment of the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) in 1977, been 
considered the most important one. Biological sustainability is secured mainly by 
producing TACs for all important stocks, through an intricate process involving national 
and international research institutions, the fishers’ organizations and ultimately the 
politicians. But producing TACs is not sufficient to secure other important goals, such as 
efficiency and just distribution. Free fishing within a global TAC will imply a waste of 
economic resources and ultimately, no resource rent, besides for highly skewed results 
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for participating fishers, as amply demonstrated in the coastal fisheries in the late 1980s.  
Similarly will an economic overcapacity serve as a permanent pressure against the goal 
of biological sustainability.Hence, there is a need for both a structural policy and an 
allocation policy. 

For countries having introduced an ITQ system, such as New Zealand and Iceland, 
these concerns are of minor importance. As soon as transferability has been introduced, 
the market will largely determine who gets what, and how the fleet is composed, although 
both countries have strict aggregation limits and also participation requirements (Hersoug 
2002, Eythorsson 2001).  

In Norway the authorities still maintain political responsibility for the allocation 
of what is considered a public resource and for the structure of the fleet, which should 
also serve other goals (than efficiency), such as full employment in the fishing districts 
and maintenance of the settlement structure. Consequently, there will always be a 
question whether the allocation is considered economically efficient and if it is socially 
just, that is, whether the allocation in total is legitimate, not only among the fishers but by 
society at large. Since allocation in Norway is considered a public responsibility, certain 
characteristics follow: 

• When quotas are given as shares of TACs, results are open to everyone 

• Since allocations are made annually, procedures may easily be institutionalized 

• Since allocation is of great interest to all fishers, the annual procedure involves 
much political attention, and requires much administrative time and effort.  

 
So while in the 1960s, 70s and 80s the allocation of subsidies was the greatest common 
concern of most Norwegian fishers and their organizations, the allocation of rights and 
quotas has become the major preoccupation in the 1990s, following the closing of the 
coastal fisheries (Holm 1991, 1995; Hersoug 2005). 
 The theme of this paper is the allocation machinery, and the research questions 
concentrate on the prehistory of the system, the structure and processes involved, its 
relationship to other major components of the management system, and finally the 
chances of reforming the system. I will present a short historical account of the allocation 
system, followed by a presentation of the structure of the present system, its values and 
logic. Then we focus on the relationship between the allocation system and the two other 
main components, i.e. the resource management advisory system (the “TAC-machine”) 
and the structural policy. Finally we look briefly at the results produced by this system 
over the last ten years, and the potential for reforms. The guiding idea underlying the 
article (and the original study (Holm et al. 2008)) is the same as expressed by Kerins and 
McClurg (1996): “Allocation is more than a number”. It has become an institution. 

 

 

THE TAC-MACHINE  

Through what Holm (2001) has described as the “invisible revolution, sustainable 
fisheries management became the dominant mode of management in the 1980s, not only 
in Norway but in most industrialized fishing nations. The primacy of biological 
sustainability as a management objective was partly due to the possibilities offered by the 
new ocean regime (LOSC) with the establishment of 200 nautical miles EEZs and partly 
by the scientific breakthrough of using the Virtual Population Assessment (VPA) 
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technique to assess the size of the stocks and hence of fixing the required TACs. The 
TACs were the final product of an intricate scientific and political process, by Nielsen 
and Holm (2008) described as the TAC- machine.  

The institutionalization of the TAC- machine consists of four closely integrated 
steps: 1) stock assessment, 2) management advice, 3) TAC decision and 4) catch 
regulation (see figure 1). In the Norwegian case the Institute of Marine Research (IMR) 
undertakes the scientific research on all major commercial stocks and subsequently 
provides all material to ICES, where scientists from all involved countries participate in 
the Advisory Group on Fisheries Management (ACFM). Based on assessment estimates, 
catch forecasts and agreed reference points regarding fishing mortality and spawning 
stock biomass ACFM makes recommendations, normally in the form of various TAC 
options. The final decision is then taken by the resource “owner”, that is, the national 
state or the institutions set up to manage joint stocks, which in the Norwegian case will 
be the Norwegian-Russian Fisheries Commission (cod, haddock and capelin) or the joint 
Norwegian EU-commission (North Sea cod, blue whiting, mackerel, herring, etc.). They 
will fix the TACs and allocate the predetermined shares to the respective countries or 
entities. In the case of cod, Norway and Russia share the TACs 50/50, with fixed 
allocations for 3rd party countries, based on historical participation. With TACs fixed in 
tons on a national level, the difficult task of allocating the resources to different fleet  
groups and down to the single vessel can begin. 

 
Figure 1: The TAC-machine (adapted from Nielsen and Holm (2008: 7). 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF QUOTA ALLOCATION  

While global quotas (TACs) were presented as early as 1975 in the cod fisheries, this 
management measure received a major impetus by the introduction of a national fisheries 
zone, the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) from 1977 onwards. Although major 
resources had to be shared, either by Russia or by the EU, the Norwegian share had to be 
allocated to groups of vessels. This happened at an early stage for the offshore fleet 
where access was already limited (the trawler fleet was licensed from 1936 onwards 
while the purse seiners had limited access from 1973), while in the coastal fleet resource 
allocation started in earnest by 1990. But before quotas could be allocated to vessels 
groups and individual vessels, the fisheries authorities had to make a macro allocation of 
the commercially most important ground-fish species (cod, haddock and saithe) between 
the trawlers and the coastal fleet. This happened as a result of the cod crisis in the late 
1980s, when the situation was extremely bleak. The global quota for cod had to be 
brought down to a third of the normal level, starting a new process of how the fleets 
could adjust to the new realities. The representatives of the offshore fleet were adamant 
that they would not participate in any fleet reduction before they were secure that any 
capacity gains would remain in the group and not reappear in the coastal fleet.  

The challenge was left to the Norwegian Fishermen’s Association (NFA) which 
soon came up with a proposal sharing the cod (and haddock) quotas between the trawler 
fleet and the coastal fleet, depending on the annual TAC level (see table 1). This proposal 
was accepted in detail by the fisheries authorities and the so-called “trawler ladder” was 
made official, in the first round from 1990-1994. Since then it is been renewed three 
times (1995, 2001 and in 2008), with only minor adjustments.  

Also within the coastal fleet there were allocation problems. What was originally 
meant as a crisis measure (the closing of the coastal cod fisheries) soon became 
permanent and we got an Individual Vessel Quota (IVQ) system, where rights and quotas 
were allocated to vessel groups, based on their historical catches adjusted by certain 
political factors. Within the same vessel group, each individual vessel then got the same 
quota.  While the right to fish technically was granted on an annual basis, the reality soon 
became clear: vessels with rights and adjoining quotas could be bought and sold, within 
restricted markets. And fishers within this favourable system soon realized that the value 
of their vessels increased dramatically as a result of the closing, and they, together with 
the fisheries authorities, soon initiated the closing of other fisheries as well. By 2005 
nearly 95 % of the catches in the Norwegian fisheries originated in fisheries regulated by 
closed access, and when the respective fisheries were closed, the quotas had to be 
allocated as well. Hence, in 2001 the proposed allocation key comprised ten different 
fisheries. Again the major fight was inside the NFA, while the fisheries authorities chose 
to stick closely to the proposal, this time made for six years ahead.  

The last round took place in 2007, when NFA’s advisory committee was not able 
to reach a consensus, but the annual meeting made a decision very close to the previous 
allocation keys. By 2008 the principle of long-term allocation has been practiced for 
nearly 20 years and the allocation system has in reality become an institution. Although 
all participants agree in principle that it is the minister’s prerogative to allocate, all 
ministers so far have agreed to stick to the allocation keys proposed by NFA, in order to 
secure long-term stability and predictability in the fisheries. 
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE PRESENT ALLOCATION SYSTEM  

As indicated above, the structure of the allocation system follows the historical events 
with minor adjustments each time the long-term keys are up for revision. The “trawl 
ladder” was originally conceived as in figure 1, while in 2001 it was revised so that the 
trawlers received a little more with small TACs (29 %) and little less with large TACs 
(32 %). In between the extreme TAC situations the quota allocation was regulated 
according to a linear principle, making the trawl ladder a dynamic regulating measure. 
The ladder has been criticized from a bio-economic point of view (Armstrong 1999), but 
when it was introduced bio-economics played no part, as the major challenge was to sell 
the principle to skeptical coastal fishers. After nearly 20 years of practice, the principle is 
so strong that any attempt of moving quota from the trawlers to the coastal fleet (e.g as a 
result of the fuel crisis or as part of the fresh fish strategy) seems futile. 
 The same applies to the other allocation keys, although there is a little more room 
for discretion with the pelagic species as the TACs vary more strongly and the same is 
the case with the prices. Nevertheless, the authorities prefer to stay pretty close to the 
long-term keys that have been through protracted negotiations in the NFA. 
 
Table1: Allocation key for cod 1990-94 
 

Norwegian TAC  Coastal fleet  Trawler fleet  

0 -100 000 tons  80%  20%  

100 - 150 000 tons  75%  25%  

150 - 200 000 tons  72%  28%  

200 – 300 000 tons  69%  31%  

300 000 tons and over  65%  35%  

 
 
The last element of the actual allocation structure is the Finnmark model, regulating 
quota between the various size groups within the coastal fleet. This was done in order to 
create some degree of fair competition between the different size groups. The coastal 
fleet was consequently divided in four groups (less than 10 m, 10-15, 15-21, and 21-28 
m), each group with a fixed percentage of the TACs. Here the changes have been more 
profound, as the Ministry of Fisheries and Coastal Affairs have chosen (in 2007) to adjust 
the length parameters for the smallest group (from 10 to 11 m). Needless to say this 
caused an enormous debate, because the conditions were very different between the 
vessels groups. All vessels longer than 11 meter were allowed to merge two or three 
quotas on the same vessel, while vessels less than 11 meter were not allowed to undertake 
these structural adjustments. The situation became even more complicated as the ministry 
had allowed a dual system to develop, one based on actual length of the vessel and one 
based on the quota length, thus operating with large vessels fishing on small quotas and 
small vessels fishing on large vessel quotas. To cut a long story short, any change of this 
system would require considerable political clout and heavy administrative work. 

All the elements of this allocation system and the subsequent changes have been 
dealt with by the Regulatory Council (now the Regulatory Meeting). The Council was 
originally established in 1973 to offer advice to the fisheries authorities regarding all 
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regulations in the fisheries. Originally the Council had 11 members, of which 5 from the 
NFA, while in later years it was considerably extended, to have the following 
composition: 

 
The Fisheries Directorate (1 member) 
The Norwegian Fishermen’s Association (5 members) 
The Norwegian Coastal Fishermen’s Union (1 member) 
The Fisheries and Aquaculture Employers Association (2 members) 
NNN (labour organization) (1 member) 
The Norwegian Sailors’ Association (labour org.) (1 member) 
The Norwegian Seafood Association (employer org.) (2 members) 
The Saami Parliament (1 member) 
The coastal Counties (2 members) 
 
The Council met twice a year and recommendations from the Council (most often 
reached by compromise) were sent forward the Ministry, which in most cases adhered 
closely to its recommendations. However, in 2006 this relatively narrow stakeholder 
forum was dissolved (due to the problem of obtaining the required 40 % women as 
representatives!), and a Regulatory Meeting was established instead. Here all interested 
stakeholders can come and present their views, but experience from the first two years 
seem to indicate that precisely the same organizations participate and hardly any new 
stakeholder has been present. This may change over time, but it should be noted that 
participation requires certain resources, as meetings are in southern Norway, most often 
during 2-3 days, involving a large number of technically complicated regulations. The 
process has also changed, as the Regulatory Meeting does not vote over any 
recommendation as in the past, and the Director of Fisheries sends all submissions 
together with his own recommendations to the Ministry. 
 Due to its heavy representation the NFA has always had a major role in the 
Regulatory Council. Most recommendations in the Council have been according to the 
decisions made by the NFA, especially regarding resource allocations. If this will be 
maintained within the more open Regulatory Meeting remains to be seen. However, after 
so many years with fixed allocation keys the major pattern seems more or less settled. 
 

 

THE VALUES AND LOGIC OF THE QUOTA ALLOCATION SYSTEM  

When the second trawl ladder was up for revision in 1994 the issue of criteria and 
principles was investigated by outside researchers, who suggested a number of possible 
allocation criteria to be used in the process, ranging from employment and settlement 
concerns, via economic and biological concerns to historical catches and quotas (Paulsen 
and Steinshamn 1994). However, in the end NFA and the fisheries authorities settled for 
two criteria: 1) previous participation (= historical rights), and 2) allocation according to 
vessel length, (= previous investments), on the level of vessel groups.  

Although some degree of agreement was made over these principles, this did not 
stop the debate or the discontent. In the end the allocation principles are connected to an 
idea of what is considered just and fair, and a large number of small-scale fishers, also 
organized within NFA, did not consider the long-term allocation keys just and fair. When 
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they finally gave in, the only reason was to escape the complete breakdown of the 
organization (Hersoug 2005: 153). This is not the place to detail all the misgivings of the 
present allocation keys, as the point is more general: having chosen to allocate 
administratively instead of using the market, within an extremely heterogeneous fishing 
sector, it is literally impossible to calculate the detailed results for thousands of vessel 
owners, based on relative simple allocation rules. As soon as the results become clear, 
there will always be groups finding that they have come out worse than their neighbours 
or worse than similar vessels in the same group. They will then argue in favour of 
amendments or exceptions, all in the interest of achieving a result which is considered 
more just. If the authorities accept, the outcome is even more complex rules, and if they 
do not listen, the regime is claimed to be unjust.  

The outcome is inevitably that more resources are used for rent seeking activities, 
that is, activities used for getting a larger share of the pie and not for increasing the pie. 
At the same time the fisheries authorities take on a larger responsibility in providing a 
fair outcome. Where the fisheries authorities originally planned to be less involved, 
leaving more of the capacity adjustment to the fishers themselves, the outcome so far has 
been more involvement and the deployment of larger administrative resources. An 
unexpected and rather unpleasant side effect is that the political responsibility for all 
mismanagement is borne by the state. Whatever is wrong, the state is to blame! 

 

Figure 2: From quotas to actual catch 
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THE RESULTS  

So far we have focused most on rights and quotas, but that does not imply that most 
fishers obtain their allocated quotas. As indicated in figure 2 the actual catch will to a 
large degree be influenced by technical regulations as well as natural conditions (such as 
weather and accessibility) and economic conditions (such as prices and available 
markets). Consequently, also technical regulations will be of interest when allocation 
takes place. The weather and market conditions the fisheries authorities can do relatively 
little to influence, while the technical regulations can reinforce or impede the planned 
allocations. To the extent that un-fished quotas cannot be “saved” (transferred) to the next 
year, they will have to be reallocated by the end of the year, thus affecting both the short-
term allocation and the more long-term structural relationship between the various vessel 
groups. The point is that large differences between what has been allocated and what is 
the actual catch may increase the demands for adjustments of the allocations keys. Hence, 
technical regulations are not only technical, as they also have distributional implications. 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Distribution of NEA Cod 2008 
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ALLOCATION POLICY - BETWEEN THE TAC-MACHINE AND 

STRUCTURAL POLICY 

A legitimate and effective allocation can be seen as an integral part of the TAC-machine, 
as previously argued by Nielsen and Holm (2008), but also as a system in its own right as 
in figure 3. On the other hand structural policy can be seen as a result of previous 
allocations but also as a separate system, intimately linked with both the TAC-machine 
and the allocation system, with its own logic and specifically designed interventions. In 
the Norwegian case structural policies were introduced already in the late 1970s for the 
offshore fleet, while, except for scrapping schemes, such policies took much longer time 
to be implemented in the coastal fleet. However, the closing of the coastal fisheries from 
1990 onwards gradually opened also this group for specific interventions meant to reduce 
overcapacity and improve profitability. While the IVQ-system implied transferability 
right from the start, rights (and quotas) could only be moved together with the vessel 
within strictly defined markets, geographically circumscribed and within specific size 
groups. However, this turned out to be insufficient and more drastic restructuring was 
deemed necessary, introducing structural quotas and leasing of fishing quotas from 2004 
onwards. This meant that more quotas could be assembled on one vessel, originally a 
transaction for eternity, but after a shift in government in 2005, the duration was changed 
to 20 (25) years, quota aggregation limits strengthened and quota leasing abandoned. As 
per today the complete scheme of capacity adjustments can be portrayed as in figure 3. 
 

 

 
Figure 3: Structural policies in various fleet groups as per 2007 
 

 

REFORMING THE SYSTEM?  

The results of this enquiry can briefly be summarized as follows (Holm et al. 2008): 

• The present management system is securing sustainable stocks 
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• The present allocation is also securing stability and predictability, but effectively 
impedes other legitimate concerns to be established within the fisheries policy 

• The present system secures user participation, but in a rather narrow sense. 
 
So while most organized fishers, especially within NFA, would like to continue with 
“business as usual”, other stakeholders would like to see reform and redistribution. Such 
reform can basically work in two directions. Both will be difficult as long as the present 
system is so strongly entrenched. The first could be a decoupling of allocation in the 
national system, that is, first the sector allocations are made according to political goals 
set for the entire sector (recreational fisheries, tourist fishing, Saami fisheries and 
commercial fisheries). In addition conservation goals will have to be accommodated to a 
reasonable degree, for example by saving the capelin as food for the cod. Then the fishers 
can participate in a co-management arrangement within the commercial sector. In such a 
manner other legitimate stakeholders can be brought to the table, without being 
constantly overruled by the well organized commercial fishers. 
 The second route could be a transition to a more market based model. With the 
new structural policy for the coastal fleet from 2007, the principle that fishers themselves 
are responsible for capacity adjustments have been thoroughly established, although there 
are several limitations to a free market transition. However, many of the constraints 
established may be conceived as unfair, as vividly demonstrated over the last year. Why 
shall the owner of a 10 m vessel be allowed to fish much more than the owner of a 12 m 
vessel? Or why bother with size in the first place? Questions such as this produce a lot of 
political noise (and creative book keeping) among the fishers. The present policy may be 
perceived as delay regulators, that is, measures to secure a slower transition than what 
would have taken place under a more liberal regime. Consequently, such measures are 
vulnerable to sudden changes in the environment. A more market based solution would 
release the state from much of the present detailed regulations, but would on the other 
hand also provoke a demand for a resource tax. In the end, Norwegian fishers may be 
satisfied with the present solution; privatizing the gains and socializing the losses! 
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