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Abstract:  

Ongoing urbanization and the demand for food, water and recreation influence the sustainability of blue urban 

spaces. Fishery is a prominent use of urban blue space and can cause pressure on urban nature, its water bodies 

and fish. This growing pressure requires more attention to how urban dwellers use and value this space and 

requests smart fishing management for urban areas. To improve knowledge on how to rea lise sustainable urban 

fishing, this thesis used an interview study in the city of Hamburg in Germany. Six fishers, two representatives 

of fishing clubs and one representative of the fishing club association, were interviewed, and the results were 

combined with observations during one and a half weeks of field study and literature review.  

The study shows that Germany uses a distinctive approach regarding fishing management with a general ban 

on catch-and-release and strict regulations. Since fishing law is a state law, the federal state of Hamburg is 

responsible for its fishing management. The main managing tool is the new fishing law from 2019, developed 

with scientists and stakeholders to improve fishing in an ethical and sustainable way. The stakeholder’s different 

impacts on and interests in the rivers of Hamburg have to be respected and are shown in this thesis. The study 

concludes that management practices have to be managed adaptive to consider changing environmental 

conditions. Generic fishing management practices (e.g., education of fishers) are limited, while most have to 

be individually adapted for the environment and fishing culture (e.g., fish protection).  
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Summary: How to sustainably manage the trending street fishing on the example of Hamburg  

Urban fishing is increasing and to keep a sustainable environment in the cities, individually adapted fishing 

management practices have to be set up. Genetic measures, like education of fishers and avoidance of 

unnecessary impact on nature can be used in all cities, while some measures, like protective seasons and 

minimum and maximum catch sizes have to be individually evaluated for the concrete environment and the 

fishers’ behaviour. Hamburg’s fishing management seems to have a good strategy with a focus on fisher’s 

education, precise regulation on how to fish in an ethical and sustainable manner and continuous feedback loops 

to check if adjustments are needed. 

For this thesis, a field work in Hamburg was performed and groups of people who affect the rivers were 

interviewed. These first-hand experiences were valuable for the research of the sustainability of Hamburg’s 

urban fishing as well as the effectivity of fishing management measures. The interviewees also gave insights 

about potential improvements and special conditions in Hamburg. The combination of the reached information 

is enabled general advice on how to manage urban fishing sustainably.  
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Fishers behaviour 

Sören Gellers, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 Uppsala, Sweden 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

1. Introduction 

Fishing as both leisure and livelihood activity is becoming more frequent in cities worldwide (Joosse 

et al., 2021). At the same time, ongoing urbanization can be observed. An example is the rising of the 

European population living in urban environments from 52% in 1950 to 75% in 2018 expecting to 

reach 84% in the year 2050 (United Nations, 2019). Urbanization and rising interest in fishing 

activities can lead to an increased use of urban water resources, which in turn requires  sustainable 

management and monitoring.  

A general issue for city management is that increasing numbers of fishers have the potential to overrun 

the usage of urban water resources and fish. This can lead to overfishing and pollution of the used 

fishing places, including water and land. The increasing number of fishers can also complicate equal 

access to limited water resources. Therefore, active management of water activities and particularly 

fishing is essential to manage urban fishing sustainably. At the same time, urban fisheries have the 

potential to bring city people in contact with nature, making them aware of their direct impact and, in 

so doing, creating increased awareness for environmental protection and sustainable use. As such, 

recreational fishing and fishing for food in cities can complicate the sustainability of urban ecologies 

but at the same time strengthen people’s connection to urban ecologies and support their general 

awareness of sustainability. 

To manage the tension between limiting and stimulating urban fishing, more knowledge is required 

on its impact of fisheries on urban fish and ecologies as well as on the social, cultural and geographical 

diversity of fishing practices. Literature on fishing and sustainability is dominated by studies of 

commercial fisheries in coastal and offshore waters (e.g. Cooke and Cowx, 2006, 2004a). Much less 

is known about recreational and subsistence fishing in urban settings, although these practices also 

influence biodiversity and the condition of water resources (Arlinghaus, 2006). 

This research aims to contribute with knowledge about fishing management, the impact of urban 

fishing on blue urban spaces, and the potential of different fishing management practices to use these 

spaces sustainably. To achieve this aim, the research is designed as a case study of urban fishing 

practices and management in the German city of Hamburg. Hamburg was chosen for this case study 

because, first, it is my hometown, where I am used to fish, which means I am well aware of fishing 

practices and their contexts. Second, Germany developed a relatively unique approach to fisheries 

with a prohibition of catch-and-release fishing. Finally, Hamburg has one of the most diverse water 

landscapes in Germany (BUKEA, 2021). The combination of the Elbe river with harbour facilities, 

small rivers and lakes gives the city the most significant street fishing scene in Germany, with more 

than 120.000 anglers (Dey, 2019; Tangermann, 2019). Also in Hamburg, increasing numbers of fishers 

are visible at the rivers according to official information, even though no reliable statistics are 

available (MOPO, 2020; SZ, 2020). This thesis is limited to non-commercial fishing, focusing on 

recreational and subsistence fishing in the city of Hamburg. (BUKEA, 2021; Kaufmann, 2017)  

The overall research aim of this thesis is: How can urban fishing be managed sustainably and what 

municipal management measures can contribute to making urban fishing more sustainable?  

In order to answer this overall aim, this thesis focuses on three specific research questions: 1)  How is 

urban fishing in Hamburg currently practiced and regulated? 2) What regulations and management are 

beneficial for ecological sustainability? 3) Are these measures effective and how could the current 

management be improved in order to achieve increased sustainability?   

Using qualitative research methods such as interviews and observations, this thesis evaluates the 

current municipal management measures applied to urban fishing activities in Hamburg and discusses, 

based on the responses, whether these measures have the potential to contribute to sustainability. After 

understanding different stakeholder needs and motivations, I will develop and present potential 

general recommendations. These outcomes intend to support and help to understand the urban fishing 
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management in Hamburg and the potential to establish a sustainable urban fishing culture in other 

cities.  

In the following, I will present the background on urban fisheries in Hamburg, followed by a theory 

section with a review of the academic literature and the foundation for the case study. This is followed 

by an outline of the methods I will use to answer the research questions above. Next, I will present 

the results of the case study and later discuss these accordingly. Last, I will end this proposal with a 

conclusion. 

2. Background 

In the following, a general background of the case study location and the environment will be 

presented. 

2.1. Hamburg as a fishing city 

Hamburg has a long history of fishing because of its wide variety of waters and the fish -rich rivers in 

former days. Fisheries and Hamburg have belonged together since the city’s first settlement in the 9th 

century and got a significant commercial impact during the Hanseatic times in the middle of the 12th 

century (Wegner, 2010). More recently, Hamburg’s citizens have been interested in fishing as a hobby 

or for food provision. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the hobby gained another boost since people 

were asked to reduce contacts and many recreational activities were closed which lead to an increased 

interest in outdoor activities such as fishing (MOPO, 2020).  

The rivers shape Hamburg’s landscape and create various opportunities for water use as a hobby or 

for commercial activities. One of the leading industries in Hamburg is  trade. The city has one of the 

biggest ports in Europe, located directly in the centre of Hamburg at the river Elbe (Notteboom, 2016). 

Hamburg’s part of the Elbe River flows from South-East to West and splits into the northern part 

(Norderelbe) and the southern part (Süderelbe). The river has various inflows in Hamburg, especially 

the rivers Alster and Bille are to be mentioned here. The Alster, next to the Elbe the most famous 

fishing area, is divided into multiple canals, the Außenalster in the North and the Binnenalster in the 

South before it flows into the Elbe (see Figure 1). All these areas are generally free to fish, with some 

exceptions of private or industrialized used areas. Additionally, especially in the outer areas, Hamburg 

has some smaller lakes, which are often owned by fishing clubs and, therefore, exclusive fishing 

grounds for the members of these clubs.  

The main target fish in Hamburg is unquestionably the pikeperch (Sander lucioperca), which is, for 

Germany, relatively high populated in the Elbe. However, pike (Esox lucius), perch (Perca fluviatilis), 

asp (Leuciscus aspius), carp (Cyprinus carpio or Carassius carassius), bream (Abramis brama), eel 

(Anguilla anguilla) and even flounders (Platichthys flesus) can also be caught in Elbe and Alster. This 

variety, combined with the status as free water areas where angling only requires a license and a yearly 

pass, makes Hamburg a popular place for fishers. (Hein, 2022) 
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Figure 1: Map of Hamburg (OpenStreetMap Foundation contributors, 2022) 

2.2. Fishing law in Germany and Hamburg 

Fishing in Hamburg is mainly regulated according to the Hamburg Fisheries and Angling Act 

(Hamburgisches Fischerei- und Angelgesetz HmbFAnG) from 2019. While in some countries catch-

and-release fishing is predominant (Joosse et al., 2021), it is generally forbidden by law in Germany. 

According to §17 Animal Protection Act (Tierschutzgesetz), it is forbidden to kill or harm any 

vertebrate without reasonable cause. In the case of fishing, food provision is considered the only 

reasonable cause, so it is mandatory to take, slaughter and eat any fish caught. The latest revision of 

the HmbFAnG defines four exceptions to the obligation to kill and eat the fish:  

1. Protected fish species are not allowed to be targeted at all, and if they are accidentally caught, 

they have to be set back. 

2. If the specific fish has a defined closed season, it is not allowed to be targeted and caught 

during that time.  

3. There are defined catch sizes where fishes can be taken for food and others where they have 

to be released. 

4. There are maximum catch numbers for some species.  

Due to these exceptions, there is a mixture of catch-and-release fishing and fishing for food in 

Hamburg, with a predominant focus on fishing for food. 

In general, only holders of a German fishing license are allowed to fish in Germany, with some 

exceptions for, e.g. foreigners and children. Since fishing law is a state law and each state in Germany 

handles it differently, this thesis will only focus on Hamburg’s regula tions. Hamburg accepts every 

German fishing license and additionally requires a fishing pass for all license holders for the free 

fishing areas in the city (see §§ 9, 12 HmbFAnG). The fishing license has to be acquired in the state 

of residence, while the Hamburg fishing license consists of an in-person training of about 20 hours 

and additional self-study modules of 15 hours. The test is divided into a theoretical multiple -choice 

exam and a practical test. In addition, an annual fishing pass for 10 euros must be bought to fish in 

the free fishing areas. The pass is also necessary to buy for people who are exempt from obtaining the 

fishing license. If fishers also want to use the water bodies of a fishing club, a membership in the 

corresponding club is needed. Some areas also belong to the club association, where members of any 

Hamburg fishing club are allowed to fish. (ASVHH, n.d.) 
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Figure 2: Requirements for legal fishing in Hamburg 

3. Theory 

Ongoing urbanization and the rising demand for basic needs such as food, water, air  and recreation 

impact the sustainability of urban nature. Some people fulfil these needs with urban fishing, which 

results in increased pressure on blue space in cities. This increasing pressure leads to more attention 

to how urban dwellers use and value this space. The urban fishery is an essential aspect of this use 

and has been studied by several disciplines that all emphasize different concerns. In this thesis, I will 

consider the potential of urban fisheries to (re)connect people with their local natural environment and 

the importance of sustainable management for development of this fishery. (Joosse et al., 2021) 

Understanding and explaining the diversity of fishing practices is necessary to identify sustainability 

impacts and if these practices allow for different connections with urban blue space. The scientific 

literature uses the concept of fishing styles to distinguish two distinct fishing practices, cultures and 

associated legal frameworks. For their fishing style analysis, Boonstra and Hentati -Sundberg (2016) 

used a combined qualitative and quantitative research. The authors found that ineffective or negative 

management is causing a rebound effect on fisher’s trust in the decision -makers and reduces their 

willingness to comply with regulations. Fishing activities differ in multiple ways and change 

permanently, which makes them complex and challenging to analyse. The authors also show that 

traditional research methods (i.e. métier analysis) lack of proving the reasons why fishers fish their 

individual way. Knowing interviewees’ fishing styles and classifying them regarding their used gear 

and rod and their target fish enable a critical assessment of the interview’s answers. (Boonstra and 

Hentati-Sundberg, 2016) 

Joosse et al. (2021) distinguish between the fishing styles “catch-and-release” and “fishing for food”. 

Both of them have impacts on water resources and fish stocks. Other typologies are used as well. 

Nieman et al. (2021) e.g. include commercial fishing and cluster fishing to distinguish three major 

styles or groups: Recreational, commercial and subsistence fishing. The commercial fishers catch fish 

to market and sell for an income. Nowadays, big players use large-scale fishing methods like trawling 

to scale their profitability. In the private sector, recreational fishers perform fishing as a hobby or a 

sport and generally release the fish alive into the water after catching (also called “catch -and-release”). 

Subsistence fishers fish for their own consumption, which can be from necessity or done for 

recreational reasons. With subsistence fishing, the fish is caught for food consumption and brought 

home (also called fishing for food). This thesis will focus on the fishing styles used in Hamburg, i.e. 

mainly fishing for food or subsistence fishing, but also catch-and-release or recreational fishing. 
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Recreational and subsistence fishing can also be divided into urban and rural fishing, with their own 

benefits, needs and challenges. Arlinghaus and Mehner (2004) figured out that urban anglers’ 

incentives focus on the achievement and the fish. They also discovered that urban fishing management 

should focus on access (e.g., access to the aquatic resource, reachability by public transport and 

affordable costs) and rich, diverse fish stocks. Recreational fishing, especially urban fishing, can also 

benefit the society and may even substitute for the diminishing commercial fis hing in these areas 

(Arlinghaus and Mehner, 2004).  

Joosse et al. (2021), who were performing a scan of Europe’s capitals to investigate the occurrence 

fishing behaviour and the reason to fish, found out that Germany considers catch-and-release fishing 

unethical and therefore only allows fishing for food. In Stockholm, where Joosse et al. performed field 

work interviewing fishers, they observed that fishers have knowledge about  the ecology of 

Stockholm’s water bodies and are sensitive to what is happening in the water and with the fish (Joosse 

et al., 2021). The study also showed that Stockholm fishers amongst themselves think differently about 

ethics and good fishing practices and fishing for food or catch-and-release, which sometimes incites 

stigmatisation (Joosse et al., 2021).  

Although many studies describe the negative impacts of recreational fishing (e.g. overfishing, 

pollution, animal suffering), there seems to be a lack of research considering the positive sides or 

showing what sustainable fishing could be (Arlinghaus, 2006).  

Another aspect of fishing in general is ethics and how to align it with the fishing techniques like 

hooking, playing, landing, and eventually killing fish. Arlinghaus et al . (2009) distinguish two ethical 

perspectives. The first is a pragmatic approach based on the assumption that recreational fishing is 

generally legitimate to some extent. However, it questions the level of anthropogenic impact on the 

fish that affects their health and fitness. The second approach, the suffering-centered approach, 

concentrates on fish welfare and the moral perspective. It sees the suffering and pain of fish that 

angling inflicts as generally problematic. The only exception for morally approved angli ng is a 

creation of an adequate benefit for humans. Generally, the authors express that all forms of angling 

exercise stress and physical harm to some extent to the fish. However, they also show that fishes have 

a high resilience against animal-friendly angling methods and recover rapidly without suffering long-

lasting fitness impacts. (Arlinghaus et al., 2009) 

4. Methods 

4.1. Case study 

The thesis is built on a case study of Hamburg fisheries, in which different forms of qualitative 

methods were combined. The field work uses the benefits of hands-on experience and direct 

impressions. It investigates the diversity of non-commercial fishing in Hamburg and possible 

management measures to improve its sustainability. Case studies are a tool to understand general 

human behaviour by looking at single events (Evans, 2011). The observations enable deep dives into 

the topic and can either be an exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory approach (Kanazawa, 2018). 

According to Yin, a case study 

“is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within i ts 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident.” (Yin, 2009, p. 18) 

The case study enables research on perspectives on management effectiveness and sustainability  and 

fishing practices on a city for my research question. Because of this, I chose the case study as my 

primary research method, even though it is a time-consuming method. One and a half weeks of a total 

official timespan of ten weeks were spent in Hamburg. The field work was timed for dry weather in 
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April 2022 to use optimal conditions for finding active fishers. During the studies, I figured out that 

this was the closed season of pikeperches, the primary target fish in Hamburg. This led to limited 

numbers of fishers at the rivers and limited observations and interviewees. The short duration of this 

thesis also caused shortcomings in the collected data and prevented a second spin of interviews with 

adapted questions and interviewees. The second spin could, for example, have integrated more 

political decision-makers, farmers and nature conservation unions. 

4.2. Literature review 

As a foundation for the field work, a literature review was conducted to conceive the state -of-the-art 

knowledge and see where research is needed. Furthermore, the literature review shows the issue’s 

relevance and supports this study’s rationale. For the literature review, I used sustainable fishing, 

urban fishing, fishing management and Hamburg fishing as the main key words and added other more 

specific searches. Then I screened the references used references of the papers found. The literature 

review was conducted in chapter 3. 

4.3. Stakeholder analysis 

Furthermore, a stakeholder analysis was performed to choose the relevant target groups, and analyze 

the influence of and on fishers, fishing clubs and municipalities. There are different categories for 

evaluating stakeholders and their weighting can be done in different ways. (Reed et al., 2009).  

For this analysis, a stakeholder analysis where the stakeholder groups’ interest and their influence is 

elaborated qualitatively. Influence can be understood as a political or direct physical influence on the 

social and natural environment. This pre-assessment enables a weighting of power and who is in 

charge of the fishing management in the city. The purpose of the stakeholder analysis is to find out 

who is a target interview group to ask questions about interconnections between the stakeholders.  This 

knowledge is needed to understand, who has to be considered for the research and why.   

4.4. Observation 

The main data collection for this research was conducted through observation and interviewing. The 

observation was continuously performed as simple observations while doing the interviews and 

moving around the city. Observations enable getting information interviewees might not provide 

because they are tabooed or forbidden, or neither interviewer nor interviewee were thinking about 

those aspects beforehand. Observations alone will only add observable information without getting 

more profound inside views of people’s thoughts. This is why this method serves as an addition to the 

interviews. The observation was also used to distinguish the different performances of fishing 

practices. 

Between the 10th and the 20th of April 2022, multiple days at various times of the day at different 

locations were spent to get as many impressions as possible. In chapter 5.2, the locations and excerpts 

of the schedule are presented. 

4.5. Interviews 

The observations were complemented by semi-structured interviews, which provide the main output 

of this thesis. The advantage of semi-structured interviews is, that they can expose deep dive personal 

information (e.g. thoughts and former experiences) about human behaviour and interaction with the 

environment. Compared to sending out surveys, interviews can – conducted properly – reveal more 

detailed and subconscious information about the interviewee and can be performed individually  with 

a direct response. On the other hand, it requires a larger amount of time and an experienced 
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interviewer. (Kanazawa, 2018) The semi-structured interview shall use the benefits of a structured 

questionnaire and a fully unstructured interview, which are the prepared and academically founded 

choice of questions and the freedom for the interviewer to lead the interview (Vaughan, 2011). 

Therefore, in-depth semi-structured interviews with upfront designed questionnaires tailored to the 

corresponding interviewee were performed in this case study. The constructed questionnaires start 

with introductory questions about the stakeholder’s task and responsibilities and their personal fishing 

information to primarily ease the participants to the interview and get a first image of the interviewee’s 

role. This part is followed by analytical questions about knowledge about fish and the natural 

environment, management by officials and specific questions for the  corresponding stakeholder (see 

Appendix A). The interviews were conducted as one-on-one interviews in person as well as 

participatory group interviews and digital or phone interviews. The last category was needed to reach 

more stakeholders, especially due to existing covid restrictions in Germany at the time of the study. 

The answers are the key component of the thesis and were supported by observations made during the 

field study. 

Most of the respondents were interviewed digitally because of the still ongoing restrictions of the 

covid-pandemic. The interviews were semi-structured, and the transcript was made from notes taken 

during the interview. The language for all interviews was German. Afterwards, the transcripts were 

coded, and the main arguments were sorted out. The results will be presented in chapter 5.3. 

4.6. Coding 

The results of the interviews and the observation were analyzed with coding. Coding helps understand, 

cluster and interpret the answers of the interviews (Saldaña, 2013). The coding was made in iterative 

cycles from two to four coding cycles. Since I was inexperienced with coding, I used an inductive or 

in vivo coding approach. The codes are generated while coding and using the same phrases as the 

interviewees. These codes, combined with the literature review and information about the legal 

framework, were used to answer the research questions of this thesis. An excerpt from the created 

coding tree is shown in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: Excerpt of coding tree sustainable fishing in Hamburg 
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5. Results 

5.1. Stakeholder analysis 

Five stakeholders were identified and mapped regarding their interest and influence (ref. to Figure 5). 

The assessment was first performed using my own prior knowledge, and in a second step, it was 

improved and corrected with the interview results.  

The analysis begins with looking at the fishers and how they are organised. Most fishers in Hamburg 

are not organised in groups or associations. Corresponding to some sources, there are approximately 

120.000 fishers in Hamburg, which also confirms the information I received from interviewing the 

representative of the fishing club association Anglerverband Hamburg e.V. (ASVHH) (BUKEA, 2021; 

Dey, 2019). These numbers represent the fishing passes that were sold. Out of these 120.000 individual 

fishers, 20.000 are organised in fishing clubs in Hamburg, which is one-sixth of all fishers and more 

than one per cent of Hamburg’s population (see interview extract below). They are represented by the 

ASVHH, which works as a lobby for the members of all fishing clubs. This hierarchy is illustrated in 

Figure 4, and the representative of the fishing club association is describing the task of the angler’s 

association in the extract of the interview below: 

Interviewer: “What is the task of the anglers’ association?”  

Fishing club association representative: “Well, let’s put it this way, it’s like everyone always 

needs some kind of lobby. And the lobby for anglers is the anglers’ association, and that’s how 

we see ourselves. And there are two categories, that is once our members, which  are 60 

associations with 20.000 individual members that are the one part and then there are of course 

the unorganised anglers, who are about 120.000 people, who pay annual fishing fees, who 

come from surrounding states or from further away. We lobby for them via the authority and 

with authority. They can get everything they need here. They can pay the fishing pass here or 

get a tourist permit.” 

 

Figure 4: Organization of fishers in Hamburg 
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In the following, I will explain what the interests are for each of these stakeholders (see Figure 4) and 

the influence they have on Hamburg’s blue urban spaces. I will also qualitatively  elaborate their degree 

of influence and interest and position them on a matrix (see Figure 5). 

The environmental (e.g. fishing stocks, condition of the riverbanks, water pollution) and social 

conditions (e.g. equal access, costs for licenses and pass) of blue urban spaces directly affect the 

fishers. The interviews show that fishing clubs as the fisher’s main organization also face the direct 

impacts of ecological or social changes. Diminished fish stocks or fish health, poor water quality, or 

costs for a fishing license and pass negatively impact people’s fishing practices. To maintain a healthy 

fish stock and clean water conditions, fishers and their clubs have a strong interest in sustainable 

fishing, which was shown in the interviews. Nature conservation unions, likewise, strive for 

ecologically sustainable fish stock, but different from the fishers and fishing clubs, they must balance 

the interest in healthy fish stocks with other environmental concerns. One interviewee discussed an 

example of cormorants (Phalacrocorax carbo), which harm the fish population by their high 

consumption but are protected by nature conservation. Even though authorities have a general interest 

in sustainable use of resources, their specific interest in sustainable fishing can be rated lower than 

nature conservation unions, fishing clubs, and fishers. The least interested group, the farmers, was not 

analyzed in the first initial and explorative analysis. However, in interviews with the representatives 

of fishing clubs, it became clear that also farmers are relevant stakeholders because their water usage 

and fertilization influence the conditions of city waters. The farmers do not have a speci fic interest in 

a sustainable use of water and fish resources. For example, they need the water to irrigate the fields, 

so a steady water level is their primary goal. 

The influence of farmers with a significant economic and political influence and the deci sion-makers 

in the authorities, are ranked highest. The influence of nature conservation unions is also relatively 

high because they are often professionally organized with full -time employees. This knowledge helps 

them to understand regulations better and enables them to have a more decisive influence. Fishing 

clubs are organized communities of interest. The decision-makers are volunteers and usually not 

explicitly trained or educated, which weakens their level of influence compared to the other groups. 

The individual fisher only has minor influence, and therefore, in general, follows the decisions of the 

forementioned groups if they want to participate in legal fishing. That means that the fishers 

(individuals and clubs) are most interested in urban fishing but the least powerful when it comes to 

influencing the conditions of urban blue space. 

 

Figure 5: Stakeholder analysis 
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Since most of the interviews were scheduled in advance and the importance of nature conservation 

unions and farmers showed up during the analysis and fieldwork (see following interview extracts), 

the latter two groups were not considered in this research from the beginning. It was also not possible 

to interview representatives from these groups. In further research, they should be interviewed as well.  

In the following quote from an interview with a fishing club representative, the interviewee shows 

that he is unsatisfied with the influence of his club. He fears that the fishers are pushed away from 

fishing spots by property owners (in this case, nature conservation unions) and that it is a lot about 

lobbying. The interview also shows that it depends on money who can influence the fishing 

management in the city.  

Interviewer: “What do you think is not going well?” 

Fishing club representative: “The bureaucracy is far too high. There are trained people sitting 

in nature conservation unions that we have to convince with only volunteers. They have more 

money to buy properties to push us away from fishing places.  

Another interview: 

Interviewer: How can fishing in Hamburg be improved? 

Club member:  The various interests must be brought to the table. This includes farmers, 

authorities, fishing clubs, and the strong lobbies must be balanced by a stronger 

representation of the fishing clubs. 

For this stakeholder analysis, I relied on my own interpretation and rate the influence and interest 

qualitatively. There are no absolute values behind the assessment, but the different groups could be 

ranked in relation to each other. This thesis concentrated on the stakeholder with high interest but 

minor influence because. Before the case study, it was unknown that other stakeholders have much 

more influence and the interviews were scheduled before starting with the research. The groups with 

high interest are also the actual participants of urban fisheries, what distinguishes these groups as a 

starting point. This might be a weak point for this study, but it could also be a subjective opinion from 

the interviewees that they have less influence than others. 

5.2. Observations 

The fieldwork took place between the 10th and 20th of April 2022, and the time was spent around the 

fishing places along the Alster river, especially the Außenalster and the Elbe. In Figure 6 the observed 

areas are marked in black. A detailed view of the case study schedule is presented in Table 1. 

The closed season of the main targeted fish species in Hamburg, the pikeperch, lasts until the end of 

May, which caused a limited activity of active fishers. 
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Figure 6: Map of Hamburg with observation areas (OpenStreetMap Foundation contributors, 2022) 
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Table 1: Detailed schedule of field work 

Date Time  Location Observations 

10.04. 19:00 - 21:00 Isebekkanal No active fishers. 

11.04. 8:30 – 12:00 Westcoast 

Außenalster & 

Elbe upstream 

Three fishers with professional equipment, 

mainly targeting carps (interviewed). 

 13:00 – 17:00 Elbe 

downstream & 

Eastcoast 

Außenalster 

No active fishers. 

13.04. 12:00 – 14:00 Hamburg 

fishing center 

Visit of the newly built Hamburg fishing center 

all necessary information about fishing in the 

city are provided here.  

Aquarium with natural fish species.  

 16:00 – 21:00 Northern 

Alster 

No active fishers. 

14.04. 13:00 – 17:00 Elbe 

downstream & 

Eastcoast 

Außenalster 

Two fishers with very long rods, caught two 

perches while watching them; no interview, since 

they were not speaking German or English. 

 17:00 – 20:00 Fishing club Interview and visit of their club facilities. 

15.04. 7:30 – 16:00  Elbe Two fishers spotted on the other side of the river 

at the sheet pile wall. 

16.04.   Met a fisher who was not fishing at the moment 

Normally targeting predators (pikeperch), so 

waiting for the end of the closed season. 

18.04. 14:00 – 16:00 Außenalster Observed one fisher with very basic equipment, 

target fish was not really clear, did not caught any 

(was not speaking German or English). 

 17:30 – 19:30 Fishing club Interview and visit of their club facilities. 

19.04. 8:00 – 14:00 Außenalster & 

Elbe 

No active fishers. 
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Even though not many fishers were active during the time I conducted fieldwork, some valuable 

observations could nevertheless be made. First, there is a variety of fishers active in Hamburg in terms 

of equipment. All the fishers I talked to or saw during this field trip were professionally equipped. 

However, I can remember from earlier experiences at these water bodies that there are also a lot of 

basically equipped fishers with a simple rod and gear. I observed and later interviewed a group of 

young, exceptionally well-equipped fishers. They were mainly targeting carps and were equipped with 

professional gears and rods, bite indicators, clothes, tents and even had an inflatable boat with them 

(see Figure 7). In the interview, they mentioned that they were not sure how long they would stay but 

might stay overnight. During previous observations, I have seen simpler tents, probably more as 

weather protection than as a place to sleep, so I would consider this an extreme example of 

commitment. Nevertheless, it shows the wide range of various actors. 

Interviewer: How long will you stay here? 

Fisher 1: Oh, we'll see, we have everything with us to spend the night here, but if we catch 

some fishes and it gets colder, we'll go home earlier. 

Fisher 2: There's no way I'm staying overnight. 

Interviewer: Do you do that often? 

Fisher 1: At this time of year, every once in a while. In the summer, we actually target 

pikeperch. But always just as it is fun for us. 

I also observed two male fishers who did not speak German or English, so they could not be 

interviewed, but they let me join them for a while to see how they fish. The fishing rod and gear looked 

professional even though the rod was very long (see Figure 8). The other equipment they carried was 

basic, and it seemed they mainly targeted perch. While I watched them, they caught two perches. From 

the way they landed and killed the fish, I could observe that they were not following all the rules 

according to the HmbFaNG, which are also taught during fishing license lessons. The landing was 

made without a landing net, and they killed the fish by knocking it with a stick. Aft erwards, the fish 

were stored in plastic bags. Since perch is neither an endangered species nor has a closed season or 

maximum daily catch numbers, and the fish seemed to be in the allowed size range to remove it, the 

fishers were allowed to take them out.   

The fishers were located at a bustling spot on a warm and sunny day, so people stopped and looked at 

the catch. Some bystanders also observed the landing and the killing of the perch. While killing the 

fish, people stopped and watched, turned around and left. Others were saying that this is not good to 

watch. This reminds me of the so-called “meat paradox”, where people like eating meat but avoid the 

thought of animals being slaughtered for it. Meat-eaters might avoid the confrontation by ignoring the 

circumstance of the actual killing process. In doing so, ignorance avoids knowledge of the food source 

and can endanger sustainable food provision because ethical or sustainable origin of the food is not 

requested. (Panagiotou and Kadianaki, 2019) 
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Figure 7: Fishers with professional fishing equipment 

 

Figure 8: Perch fishers 
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5.3. Interviews 

As mentioned above, I undertook the interview study during the closed season for pikeperch, which is 

why the number of people fishing was limited. Nevertheless, I managed to approach two officials of 

different fishing clubs, one representative of the Hamburg fishing club association ASVHH, and six 

fishers could be interviewed (see Table 2).  

In the following, the results shall be presented, and they will be clustered in positive measures, neutral 

or controversial impressions, as well as negative aspects. This classification was made based on the 

interviewees' assessment and shows these measures' influence on Hamburg's blue urban spaces.  

Table 2: Interviewees 

Representative Number of interviewees 

Fishing club association 1 

Fishing clubs officials 2 

Fishers 6 

 

5.3.1. Fisheries governance 

“New” Fishing Law (HmbFAnG) from 2019 

One major tool for sustainable fishing in the city is the Hamburg fishing law HmbFAnG from 2019. 

As described above, it stipulates four exemptions for when taking and killing the caught fish is not 

mandatory: protected species, closed seasons, allowed catch sizes and maximum quantities (see Table 

3). These exceptions primarily protect endangered species in Hamburg’s water bodies and also help 

to increase population of predator fish, which is under pressure from overfishing. One interviewee 

(fishing club) appreciates this measurement since the amount of prey fish (whitefish) became too 

abundant due to reduced predator fish, which endangered the biodiversity equilibrium. 

Table 3: Exceptions of mandatory killing of caught fish according to HmbFaNG 

Exception Description 

Endangered species It is not allowed to target one of 20 defined species; if caught, 

they must be released with the utmost care. 

Closed season Some fish species have defined protected seasons in which they 

are not allowed to target or kill. Especially pike and pikeperch 

are protected with this measure. In their closed season, even 

artificial and dead fish baits are forbidden to avoid attracting 

them. 
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Exception Description 

Allowed fish sizes A so-called Entnahmefenster (removal window) is defined to 

protect small and big fish to ensure a balanced age structure and 

a rich reproduction. 

Daily maximum catch numbers To ensure a fair share of fish catch and to avoid overfishing, 

maximum catch numbers are defined per fish species. 

In addition to the regulation indicating which fish species can be caught and taken home, the 

HmbFaNG from 2019 also prescribes the use of rubberized landing nets and unhooking mats to protect 

fish which are released after the catch. Furthermore, there is a general prohibition on the use of living 

bait fish.  

All these regulations were defined together with fishers, fishing clubs, authorities, and scientists like 

Robert Arlinghaus, who published many papers on urban fishing (refer to literature review in chapter 

4.2). As seen in the interview excerpt, it is perceived that the new law is still not a perfect solution, 

but a big step forward compared to the former regulations. The following interview extract also argues 

that the maximum catch volumes are still too high for maintain a sustainable fish stock and prevent 

overfishing the water bodies. 

Interviewer: Who is responsible for defining the Fishing Law? The fisheries authority? 

Fishing club association representative: It’s always a conglomerate of various expert groups. 

Local politicians and fisheries experts sit together, as do scientists like Robert Arlinghaus.  

Interviewer: Robert Arlinghaus is part of the working group for the Fishing Law? 

Fishing club association representative: No, he’s not part of it, but he was consulted on 

specific topics, especially on the removal windows. And he also advised on how many fish will 

maintain in the waters with which restrictions. 

[…] 

Interviewer: Would you say there are also weaknesses in the fishing law regarding 

sustainability? 

Fishing club association representative: For example, the maximum catching numbers are still 

high for some species. It’s a maximum of two sea trouts per day, which is too many in my 

opinion. 

Control and sanction 

To control and sanction the regulations, Hamburg established the Fischereiaufsicht (Fisheries control), 

a group of voluntary people motivated to control the compliance with regulations, the respectful usage 

of nature and the general behaviour of fishers. Everyone can apply to become a volunteer  older than 

26 years and with a fishing license. Applicants should also bring the following skills: reliability, ability 

to work in a team and interest in the Hamburg Fisheries and Angling Act and its implementation. The 

inspectors control fishers on land and with boats, checking their fishing licenses, fishing passes and 

compliance with the regulations. Their equipment, like boats, is provided by the municipality and the 

volunteers also receive sovereign rights to control fishers, their licenses and passes, as well as their 

equipment. They are also empowered to stop fishing boats, get on board and secure fishing equipment 

to preserve evidence. They are also in power to enforce measures to protect the water bodies, the 
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coastal areas and the fish. (AIG, n.d.; BUKEA, n.d.) 

Fishing license 

Another primary task of the fishing club is the education and preparation of potential future fishers 

for obtaining the fishing license, which is required to fish in Hamburg. For this purpose, some fishing 

clubs are offering training to educate prospective fishers. The training is divided into six mandatory 

on-site modules of about 180 minutes each and three self-study modules. The following modules are 

part of the training and an extract of the questionnaire for the fishing license is shown in Appendix B: 

• General fish science 

• Special fish science 

• Hydrology 

• Fishing Equipment 

• Fishing Laws 

• Nature & Environment 

• Practical exercises (killing fish in accordance with hunting rules, knot tying, sett ing up fishing 

rods) 

The fishing clubs offer different learning schedules – either evening lectures during the week or full 

days at the weekends – to accommodate as many people as possible. (ASVHH, n.d.) 

The fishing club association takes the final test, which includes a practical and a theoretical part. The 

practical test has to be finished first, and consists of equipment choice, the correct usage of knots for 

the fishing line and the most animal-friendly method of killing the fish. The theoretical test is based 

on a multiple-choice questionnaire that tests the knowledge of the training modules. After both tests 

are passed, the candidate receives the fishing license. (ASVHH, n.d.) 

Hamburg is the last federal state in Germany, still requiring in-person lessons to study the theoretical 

background. The other 15 German states are offering a choice for digital seminars or hybrid options 

instead. With the in-person lectures, Hamburg’s authorities strive for more individual and intense 

education. Equipment and handling can be demonstrated hands-on, and questions can be discussed in 

the plenum. On the other hand, there is also criticism that the in -person training complicates 

participation in the courses. In contrast, a concept including in-person and digital education could 

enable more flexibility and as such making it possible for more people participating.  

Fishing club association representative: That’s why we in Hamburg continue to offer training 

were students are present so that they can become familiar with the equipment and fishing 

techniques. Agencies (companies, who offer trainings in other states) then also ask us to offer 

the training digitally, but here we are, the last federal state to of fer the training only in person. 

Interviewer: And this will stay as it is? 

Fishing club association representative: Yes, it is decided by the authorities, and we get 

complaints from fathers with families who say they don’t have time. But this is nonsense. We 

are talking about 15 hours; if you want to become a fisher, you should be willing to spend 15 

hours training. 

5.3.2. Knowledge about fish and ecology 

Project “Studie Fischbestände” 

Despite Hamburg’s popularity as a fishing city, the actual fish stock is more o r less unknown. 

Currently, there are no studies on the current fish stocks in Hamburg, which means that all numbers 
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are unverified estimations. Therefore, Hamburg’s fishing club association is currently performing a 

study on the actual situation of the fishing stocks in Hamburg. The study is based on a phone 

application where fishers can put in their actual catches and fishing spots and include all relevant 

details, e.g., which fishes they released and took out, the time they were fishing, and the method and 

equipment they used. With this data, the fishing club association wants to estimate actual numbers of 

how much fish is removed from the water and in doing improve their estimates of how much fish is in 

the water. The app creates an opportunity to register continuously the fishing success. This shows 

changes of conditions and enables in a long term a check on how measurements work and how healthy 

and sustainable the fish stock is. It could also measure the influence of other changes like warmer 

water conditions. The ASVHH is looking for more fishers to use the app to receive more data about 

the actual conditions. However, the users’ selection is restrictive to represent the diversity and the 

dispersion of fishers in Hamburg. Less restrictive selection would enable more data but could also 

unbalance the collected data to specific groups. Fishery biologists will analyze the created data in 

cooperation with the University of Hamburg. The collected data can be used to calculate the catch -

per-unit-effort, which is a direct indicator for the catch quota, and allows conclusions about fish 

population, fish age structure and fish health (ASVHH, n.d.). The following interview quote shows 

some of the information about the project given by the fishing club association. It also shows the need 

of a restrictive selection due to the diversity of fishers at Hamburg’s rivers. 

Fishing club association representative: One of our projects is called “Studie Fischbestände”, 

for which we have an app and want to find out how much fish is caught or taken during the 

year. This has never been done before, and we want to know how much fish is actually taken.  

Interviewer: Is there an overview of this now? 

Fishing club association representative: There is currently no overview or estimates of 

removals or stocks. 

Interviewer: Who is participating in the data collection? 

Fishing club association representative: The participants should be distributed as diversely 

as possible. There are hardcore anglers who come to the water 365 days a year, and there are 

casual anglers who come once a month or less. We want to have a representative overview of 

all groups. 

5.3.3. Access to urban fishing 

Barrier-free fishing platform 

An aspect not considered in this study so far is social equality and inclusion. One example of efforts 

to make fishing more widely accessible was mentioned by the ASVHH representative. It i s a barrier-

free fishing platform built up at the Brundeicher See, which people in wheelchairs can use to get close 

to the water safely. Fishing can be hazardous for wheelchair users since the fishing rods are not long 

enough to keep a safe distance from the water, and there is a risk of rolling into that while hooking, 

playing and landing the fish (Abendblatt, 2019). The platform is made of fiberglass, enables access 

with a ramp, and has a railing to prevent rolling off the platform. The costs were mainly borne by 

revenues from the fishing license sales and stocked up by ASVHH.  

5.3.4. Influence on decision-making 

Different influence of stakeholders 

Fishing clubs and fishers were arguing that they are not listened to in discussions because their power 

to influence the governance of urban fisheries is too low. Especially unorganized fishers are probably  
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not involved equally in the decision-making process. Fishers in clubs are represented by the fishing 

club association in decision processes and the association’s opinion is considered as an expert opinion 

by the authorities. As shown in the pyramid of hierarchy (see Figure 4) there is an option to organize 

in clubs and get heard but it comes with membership fees of around 50 to 100 Euros a year. This could 

exclude poor people from having influence and get their needs represented in the fishing management. 

Different stakeholders with different interests and influence 

One central argument brought up by the fishing clubs is the contrasting interests of different 

stakeholder groups and their different abilities to influence politics and management. All the actors in 

the fishing clubs are voluntary workers and do this in their private time. One interview partner reported 

that the members of clubs are aging, and educational background, especially regarding law and new 

processes, e.g., applying for funding, is lacking. This complicates discussions from groups of interests 

and the application for funding, which might lead to a disadvantage compared to nature conservation 

unions, farmers, or other professional users of the water resources. Compared to fishers these 

stakeholders often employ specialists, like lawyers, for specific tasks. The difference can lead to an 

imbalance in the amount of influence stakeholders have on fisheries governance. This, in turn, can 

cause unbalanced funding or restricted usage of blue urban spaces. Two examples of these imbalances 

shall be presented in the following:  

Farmers vs fishers 

Due to different usage of water resources, farmers and fishers have different interests. Farmers are 

using the water for irrigation of their fields and also prefer low water levels in spring to start working 

their fields. They also unintentionally add nutrients to the water by fertilizing their fields, especially 

if they fertilize close to streams and rivers, but also by adding too much manure and slurry to the 

system. This overnutrition can deteriorate the water quality, and extensive water usage also increases 

the issue by lowering the water level. This can either cause dried out as well as dead rivers. The issue 

seems to be more prominent in the countryside, where there is more agriculture, and where streams 

are smaller. 

Club member: The fishing clubs are trying to restore the waters, but agriculture has largely 

destroyed them with phosphorus and nutrient inputs. One example is the Metzensee, which we 

have been trying to save for years. We have installed oxygen pumps from our own club money, 

which cause electricity costs of 8000 - 9000 Euro per year. However, the lake is still 

endangered by the nutrient input and the water withdrawal for the irrigation of fields and 

cattle breeding. Support measures against the siltation are tried to be implemented by the club. 

The complete inflow and outflow of the lake are strictly regulated. Basically, the water comes 

from and goes into the Elbe.  

In the centre of Hamburg, the impact of agriculture does not seem to be a big issue. However, water 

also there originates from smaller streams and rivers in the countryside. The whole water system is 

complex and interconnected. One interview partner also reported that the water quality is measured 

by laboratories regularly and is principally good in Hamburg. Other interviewees reported otherwise. 

Some measurements reported poor water qualities which can be traced back to individual events  where 

ships released chemicals in the port or farmers had incidents with fertilizer on nearby fields.  

Nature conservation vs fishing clubs 

Nature conservation unions generally want to conserve nature and consider environmental 

sustainability holistically, and thus, not only limited to fish or water bodies. Fishing clubs, moreover, 

also have an environmentally friendly mindset but focusing primarily on creation of optimal conditions 

for fishers in fishing areas. The latter does not automatically include concerns for maintaining 

biodiversity or sustainable conditions on land or for other species than fish. This difference between 

concerns for nature conservation and fishing clubs was illustrated by a respondent in relation to the 
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population of cormorants. Nature conservation unions like Naturschutzbund Deutschland e.V. protect 

the cormorants, but the birds eat the local fish. According to the fishers, this reduces fish abundance 

considerably, and restocking measures cannot compensate for this adverse effect. The fishing club 

argues that the cormorants are not native in Hamburg’s waters since they earlier were only spotted in 

coastal areas. The club thus argues that the cormorants are invasive species and endanger the natural 

equilibrium. As a countermeasure, the club would like to scare them away or hunt them to reduce their 

population. So far, each of these requests was denied because of objections from nature conservation 

unions. 

Another example brought up by the fishing club was that the nature conservation unions buy water 

bodies like lakes and river areas and forbid fishing there to conserve nature. This causes fishers to go 

to other areas where they are allowed to fish. The more areas are non-fishing only, the further fishers 

have to travel and the less variety of fishing grounds and fish species they can fish. It can also lead to 

an intensification of fishing in the allowed areas, which can cause overfishing of the fish stock.  

Club member: […] Nature conservation unions have more money to buy properties to  push us 

away from fishing places. They buy areas where we are no longer allowed to fish and block 

our actions. 

Finances and actors 

The main actors in the conservation of the water conditions are the fishing clubs, the authorities and 

the nature conservation unions. Representatives of the fishing clubs were interviewed, and they 

reported the tight financial situation. The costs for water and coastal restoration, fish stocking, 

education and others are high, and their only incomes are donations and membership fees. The higher 

numbers of fishers are not transferred linearly to more members since the rising street fishing scene 

is often independent of fishing clubs. Some fishing clubs are trying to get funding from the European 

Union or the respective federal state, but the bureaucratic hurdles are high, and much paperwork has 

to be done. For these applications, basic knowledge in law, computer skills and other skills are needed, 

which can be an issue for the voluntary members of the clubs. 

5.3.5. Environmental impact and change 

Fish stocking 

One way to sustain the fish population is to stock the water bodies with fish. The stocking is mainly 

done with harvested or open water caught fish and is mostly done by the fishing clubs. Some stockings 

increase the fish population and lead to a new equilibrium. Others do not produce any effects, which 

could be caused by the abundance of predator fish or water conditions.  

As long as the stocking follows good fishing practices, it will be sponsored by the municipality with 

50% of the total expenses. The remaining half of the costs of the stocking borne by the executing 

organization, which is mostly a fishing club or the fishing club association. Good fishing practices 

mean that stocking is motivated by one of three possible reasons: a) after a negative event that changed 

the fish stock, e.g., the intoxication of water areas; b) the reintroduction of extinct species; and c) 

introduction of a species into a new area because it had to be removed from another area, e.g., due to 

construction work. Furthermore, it must be argued that the stocking is beneficial for sustainable fish 

stock and variety. This argument must beforehand be submitted together with a request to receive the 

funding from the municipality.  

Some of these stocking programs, like eel stocking, turn out to be successful. Hamburg is stocking its 

water bodies with around one million European eels per year with costs between 50.000 to 55.000 

euros per year (refer to interview below). This measure shall ensure the fish's reproduction and protect 

the species in one of its natural habitats in Hamburg. For this purpose, glass eels (juvenile eels) are 
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caught in the open water and stocked in the rivers in Hamburg. Here they shall grow and copulate 

until they leave to spawn in the Sargasso Sea. The European eel is categorized as critically endangered 

(Jacoby and Gollock, 2013). 

Fishing club association representative: the clubs also stock eels for about 55,000 euros every 

year, that's about half a million, and we stock them in the Alster, the Elbe and the Norderelbe, 

as well as in smaller waters.  

Interviewer: Is this supported by the authorities? 

Fishing club association representative: Yes, the authorities fund half of it if it is done 

correctly. And the right way means that no fish being ready to get caught is allowed to be 

stocked.  

Good practice states that the fish stock should be stocked in such a way that the animals 

reproduce themselves without needing constant restocking. This works quite well because the 

colleagues from the clubs have to report the water details, water quantity, water depth and 

which fish are native. So trout stocking is not supported at all because they are bred by the 

clubs just for direct fishing and do not reproduce themselves. 

Another stocking program is the stocking of crucian carp. The fishing clubs and the ASVHH are trying 

to reintroduce the species in city waters, but the fish is continuously displaced by the European carp. 

Since the sustainability of this measure cannot be proven, the municipality does not promote the 

crucian carp stocking. 

Catch-and-release fishing practice 

Literature as well as the interviewed people discuss the fishing practices and the differentiation 

between catch-and-release and fishing for food emotionally, while a clear answer, which is more 

sustainable is missing. In the interviews, some fishers reported a lack of understanding of the general 

prohibition of catch-and-release. Some argue that fishing for food is unsustainable since it reduces 

fish stocks. Other interviewees and literature argue that catch-and-release is unethical since it harms 

the fish without reason (Joosse et al., 2021). Both arguments are valid, but the German Animal 

Protection Law follows the second argumentation. Catch-and-release is generally not allowed in 

Hamburg, but it is performed by many fishers, especially by the growing street fishing scene. 

Understanding how much pain fish feel while being fished is for many fishers different and often 

unclear. Some compare their own fishing with large-scale commercial fisheries or fish farming where, 

according to the interviewees, the fish treated much less ethical.  

Interviewer: What bothers you about fishing in Hamburg? 

Fisher: Catch-and-release fishing is basically forbidden here. Honestly, no one can control 

that, but you should not do it at the tourist hotspots because it is taboo. However, you will not 

be punished for it. But for us and all other street fishers, catch-and-release is essential. We 

fish for the thrill and fish as a hobby. Most caught fish we put back unharmed.  

Interviewer: What do you think about the catch-and-release prohibition? 

Fisher: Honestly, it’s a pity. Of course, it is avoidable stress for the fish, but then you would 

have to prohibit so much more, and we shouldn’t talk about mass farming of fish. The suffering 

is much greater there. 

I remember that during my own fishing license seminar, different teachers had different views of how 

much pain fish feel while catching and hooking it. These teachers are experienced fishers and had very 

different views on the topic. Among a wide range of people, nevertheless, there is a common sense 
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that fish feel stress during hooking, playing, landing, releasing, and slaughtering. Proper education of  

fishers shall focus on limiting this stress to a minimum and treat fish as friendly as possible. Studies 

show that the stress can be reduced when performing angling in an ethical way but how much  pain is 

morally justifiable cannot be answered in this thesis. (Arlinghaus et al., 2009) 

Increasing water temperatures probably caused by climate change 

A main issue all respondents in charge of conserving or protecting the water conditions mentioned is 

the increasing water temperature, especially in the smaller rivers and lakes. One interviewee 

commented on this issue in detail and talked about his fishing diary where he noted down the water 

temperatures over time. In 1984 he measured double-digit temperatures between Eastern and 

September. Today, he measures these temperatures from the beginning of February until the first 

advent. This is an increase of roughly 20 weeks per year of these high temperatures, while the water 

temperature is essential for the fish for migration, reproduction rate and growing purposes.  

Interviewer: Do you see changes in fish populations or water quality? Do you see other 

environmental changes? 

Fisher: I was writing a fishing diary and measured water temperatures in 1984. The water 

temperature rose into double-digits starting at Eastern and held through September. Today 

we have double-digit water temperatures starting in early February, which hold until the first 

of Advent.  

Interviewer: What does that mean for you as an angler? 

Fisher: Spending the time with these temperatures is nice, but for fishing it is bad, because 

the fish suffer. They need the cold temperatures to recover and rest. If they don't, reproduction 

in the next breeding season will be low. 

6. Discussion 

In the context of this thesis, the influence of fishing management and other human-made measures on 

fish ecology and water conditions were investigated. The interviews and observations conducted for 

this purpose show different results discussed in the following. The results from my study demonstrate 

that smart management and continuous control mechanisms are necessary to establish sustainable 

urban fishing. It also highlights that urban fishery is complex, where some influences, like climate 

change, cannot be managed directly and different stakeholders have different interests.  

6.1. Urban fishing management 

As mentioned before, fishing falls under the responsibility of the federal  states in Germany. In 

Hamburg, the responsible authority is the Authority for Environment, Climate, Energy and Agriculture 

(Behörde für Umwelt, Klima, Energie und Agrarwirtschaft (BUKEA)), which is in charge of creating 

the regulations and controlling their compliance.  

The ASVHH takes the role of a lobby for all fishers in Hamburg and therefore represents the interests 

of the individuals and fishing clubs in front of authorities and municipality. According to officials 

from ASVHH, the joint work between ASVHH and the authority BUKEA works well, and the needs 

are communicated and shared between both parties. Knowledge and experience can be shared in this 

collaboration. This condition enables an open and constructive exchange and working environment.  

In all interviews, the interviewees familiar with the ASVHH had a positive view of the organization’s 

work. However, the ASVHH primarily represents the fishing clubs can mean that concerns of fishers 

that are not a member of fishing clubs are often missing, as is  highlighted in the following interview 
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excerpt: 

Fisher: “Our voice is not heard in decision processes by the authorities, and that’s why we 

have little influence.” 

Interviewer: “Are you familiar with the ASVHH, and how do you think they represent your 

interests?” 

Fisher: “Yes, I know the organization, and I think, especially in the last years, their work 

improved a lot. They are in close contact with the clubs. Since I am not in a club, I feel they 

are doing something good, but they not primarily represent my concerns.” 

Interviewer: “Is there a reason why you do not participate in a club?”  

Fisher: “The costs.” 

However, the ASVHH as a representation seems like a good tool for influencing politics from the base 

of the actual users of urban blue spaces. But for some fishers the membership fee of around fifty to 

one-hundred Euros per year, is a hurdle, even if the clubs use the fee for fish stocking, member -

exclusive water bodies and other benefits for their members. Nevertheless, the fee can exclude poor 

people from participating in the clubs and thus contributing to and getting informed about urban 

fisheries governance. 

On the other hand, the fishers perceive the authorities' work much more critically. Some fishers and 

fishing club members doubt that their interests are taken into account in the decision-making process. 

Other organizations, such as farmers' associations and nature conservation organizations, seem to have 

stronger lobbies and financial possibilities to get their voice heard. According to interviewees, oth er 

recreational activities such as water sports also seem more attractive to the city.  

Interviewer: What do you think about the work of the authorities? 

Club member: You have to admit that our club members of clubs are aging. This leads to 

problems in understanding regulations and new laws. One must also consider the different 

social classes. […] The specialists in authorities but also the representatives in the clubs have 

a tunnel vision on their topics, and wide knowledge is not always available. The influence on 

authorities by nature conservation is intense, and they have the ability to employ lawyers and 

other professionals. In our club, we are all just volunteers without a professional background. 

This gives us a setback in discussions with authorities. 

These results show that fishers have an opportunity to participate in urban fisheries governance, but 

that they are generally not satisfied with their representation and influence compared to other 

stakeholders. Moreover, for non-organized fishers, i.e., fishers that are not members of a club, their 

influence on urban fisheries governance is even less.  

Germany has a lot of regulations and laws about fishing. The interviews showed that some fishers 

accept or even promote this while others do not agree with it. The more official the interviewees were, 

the more they promoted these regulations and agreed with them. For example, the fishing club 

association encouraged even stricter regulations regarding maximum catch numbers, while some 

fishers did not understand paying the fee for the fishing pass. This shows the different views on urban 

fisheries governance, while interviewees who see the positive sights reflected more on sustainability 

reasons and the opposing group considered more on personal impacts. For a holistic sustainable fishing 

approach, it seems necessary to balance public fishing management with regulations supporting water 

resources and enabling fair and equal access to urban fishing. Since this field of research is relatively 

new, current literature, which focuses on urban fishing management was not found and compared to 

this outcome. 



24 

6.2. Fishing governance in Hamburg 

One reason for conducting this research was my own activity as a fisherman and my participation in 

the fishing license course in Hamburg. A restricting access for fishing in Hamburg occurred in the last 

years. During covid restrictions, I and other future fishers were prevented from doing the final tests. 

This caused us to be not legally allowed to fish in Hamburg and have to fish in water  bodies of other 

states (e.g., Schleswig-Holstein offers limited permissions to fish without having a license).  

An online fishing course with online tests to make the fishing license or legislation without the 

obligation to have a license would enable more people to fish and reduce the entry barriers for 

beginners. Especially during rapidly changing requirements to visit a preparation course during the 

pandemic, Hamburg's obligations hindered me from fishing in my hometown. Nevertheless, the in -

person course convinced me that it is beneficial to learn about equipment and fish treatment on hand 

and experience it. The students can ask questions easier, can demonstrate what they learned, and the 

teacher can give individual help. The interview partners confirmed this view and also promoted the 

in-person seminars. 

It was not mentioned in any of the interviews, but I can also think the mandatory courses might be a 

measure to receive some income at the fishing clubs that are offering the preparation courses. 

Consequently, the income enables the clubs to implement other measures like fish stocking or nature 

conservation. The combination of educated fishers and money for sustainable actions is, from my point 

of view, ideal for making the blue urban spaces more sustainable. 

I also personally support the new fishing law requirements, even though the closed season for some 

of the fish is long for the fishers. I assume that the maximum catch rates are reasonable to ensure a 

sustainable fish population, and the removal window also gives fishers some boundaries, especially 

with too small fish. There are some new requirements regarding mandatory equipment I personally do 

not support: For example, the mandatory usage of unhooking mats made of rubber or plastic that shall 

avoid unnecessary damage to the fish while unhooking and releasing afterwards. I personally do not 

see the benefit and think the usage is more complicated than doing it in the hands or on wet grass.  

This is a personal assessment and is, as such subjective. Nevertheless, the impression also respects 

interviewees comments and former experiences and discussions with fishers. The assessment above 

shows that many people respect and sympathize with the governance in Hamburg, which could be 

transferred to other cities, but could also be different because of a different culture. Different cultures 

and fishing styles include different perspectives on management and sustainability aspects (Joosse et 

al., 2021).  

6.3. Adaptive fishing management 

Most sustainability measures demonstrate their causal effects only from a very long-term perspective. 

Moreover, changes in sustainability come from complex causal interactions between environmental 

and social factors, which makes it almost impossible to assess the direct effects of  measures taken. 

Standardized methods for the environmental assessment of measures impacts can help here. Since a 

measurement will never be performed alone, the combination also mixes different impacts. Ratings of 

impact assessments have to be defined but can only deal as approximations and will mostly be non-

quantitative. Since urban blue spaces are very complex systems with many interdependencies, singular 

impact assessments are almost impossible and always have to be considered with caution. (Brookes et 

al., 2018; Mareddy, 2017). 

Hamburg does not have an assessment as described above in place. So far, all the effects or even the 

condition of the water bodies are pretty much unknown. The ASVHH is currently establishing the tool 

“Studie Fischbestände”, which shall give insights into the condition of water and fish stocks and can 
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show changes over time to estimate measures’ effects. Following a continuous improvement process, 

the next step would be establishing measures that beneficially affect the environmental conditions, 

continuing positive and terminating negative measures (ISO, 2015). The created feedback loop of 

measure and data collection and its knowledge are necessary to accomplish effective measurements. 

The ASVHH emphasizes the idea that insights of the environmental conditions are needed to properly 

conduct any measures.  

This view of feedback loops and gaining insight of the system matches with the idea of adaptive 

management. In adaptive management, iterative phases follow the initial set -up phase. These iterations 

consist of three phases: a) the decision making (i.e., the measure), b) the monitoring (i.e., the data 

collection, e.g., “Studie Fischbestände”, and c) the assessment (i.e., the adjustment of measures) 

(Williams, 2011).  

6.4. The complex system 

 

Figure 9: Connection circle of complex system of blue urban spaces 

  

It became apparent in the results chapter that blue urban spaces are a complex system where the 

individual elements have to be analyzed together because of their interdependencies. The connection 

circle (Wayfinder, n.d.) in Figure 9 shows the interdependencies between the different elements and 

the effects of one element increasing or decreasing. It also shows the food chain of fish, i.e., prey fi sh 

eat plants, while predators eat prey fish, where it could be argued that the fisher is taking the role of 
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the highest predator and fishes, which reduce the population of the fishes. A higher population of prey 

fish also reduces plants or larvae in the water. Increased water condition means a healthier water 

environment increases fish population and more plants and larvae in the water. All these 

interdependences are purely environmental interactions, and they create the natural equilibrium. 

Extern measures for nature conservation and fish stocking influence nature as fishers do. A fish 

stocking is a direct increase of the corresponding fish population, but the environment influences the 

measure's effectiveness. Nature conservation measures can be diverse and affect every other element 

in the connection circle.  

The high fishing pressure on pikeperches seriously endangered the resilience of the pikeperch stock 

in Hamburg. Especially the big female fishes were caught. The takeout of the fishes capable of 

breeding reduces reproduction, and these big fishes are also the strongest hunters. This led to an 

imbalance of predator and prey fish in Hamburg's urban spaces. The increased number of prey fish 

could later eat more plants and larvae and reduce their numbers. Because of this, Hamburg's authorities 

introduced countermeasures, which include as most important measures the closed season and the 

pikeperch's removal window. 

However, the described example of the introduction of measures to protect the pikeperch s hows a 

hopefully effective strategy. It even more, shows that primarily knowledge about the specifics of the 

water bodies and the fishers is needed to implement tailored measures.  Before this study, one goal was 

to detect measures and define some best practices based on Hamburg's fishing management for other 

urban areas. However, the conditions are city-dependent, and a unique combination of management 

measures has to be implemented. Measures, which are beneficial in Hamburg or a specific river like 

the Elbe, might be counterproductive in other cities, in other climatic conditions or with different 

biodiversity. 

Another aspect that one interviewed fisher brought up is the question of whether there is any chance 

of reaching an eco-equilibrium. The fisher mentioned that there is no untouched nature anymore, and 

active management constantly influences the system and changes its natural state. Fishing 

management must adapt over time and consider that their anticipated and unanticipated measures are 

causing consequences for the system. This creates a dilemma for management and planning. On the 

one hand the system needs adjustments and measures to stop or stimulate negative system loops. On 

the other hand, due to its complexity, there will be unplanned and unanticipated consequences. 

Continuous feedback loops and adaptive fishing management might help to observe the impacts of 

measures and stop or adjust these if they are negative. 

6.5. The main threat: climate change and industrialization 

Compared to all issues above, particularly the influence of fishing on blue urban spaces, all interviews 

showed that there are more significant threats fishers and fishing organizations worry about, and these 

might have great influence on the water condition and the fish populations.  

First, ongoing urbanization, with reduced green spaces and rivers, prevents water bodies, flora, and 

fauna from spreading naturally. Another aspect is the rising industrialization with increased usage of 

toxic materials and chemicals that can get unfiltered into the water bodies. The harbour plays a vital 

role in Hamburg because of its size and traffic. This industry is also impacting the water resources 

extensively with various emissions and many unnatural changes to the river Elbe (e.g., deepening of 

the river Elbe). Also, industrial farming is dangerous to healthy water conditions since the fields are 

reaching closer to the water streams, and the extensive usage of fertilizers reaches the water.  

However, the main change fishers fear is the faster proceeding climate change and the already 

detectable impacts. The increasing water temperatures threaten the resting periods that fish need 

during colder winter times (Rijnsdorp et al., 2009).  It also changes the overall environmental 

conditions, which might extinct current species and bring new species which change the former 
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ecosystem. Dried-out rivers and lakes can kill entire fish populations. Increasing pollution will be 

concentrated in dried-out waters. 

6.6. Social sustainability 

Even though this thesis focuses on environmental sustainability, the social aspects shall also be 

discussed briefly. Equal accessibility and fair access to urban fishing are essential requirements for 

socially sustainable fishing. There is a wide range of possible measures to support disabled and poor 

people. This thesis cannot answer how much of these measures are sufficient in terms of social 

sustainability, but ideally, every person who wants to fish should be able to afford and do this.  

The ASVHH registered that people in a wheelchair face extended risks while fishing with the danger 

of rolling into the water when landing the fish. They also face difficulties reaching specific fishing 

spots which are not accessible with a wheelchair. Because of that, the ASVHH, with the support of 

Hamburg’s authorities, built the first barrier-free fishing platform in Hamburg. This is an excellent 

example of what is necessary to include people. On the other hand, one platform at a lake outside th e 

city centre only reaches a limited minority. More of these measures are urgently needed to reach more 

people who have limited possibility to fish in urban settings. 

7. Conclusion 

The aim of the thesis was to understand how urban fishing can be managed sustainably and what 

municipal management measures can contribute to making urban fishing more sustainable. For this 

purpose I conducted research on how fishing management in Hamburg regulates fishing sustainably 

and how fishers perceive fish, ecology, and management. Fisheries in Hamburg is particularly 

interesting as a case of urban fisheries because its fishery is managed extensively compared to other 

European cities. 

Hamburg seems to have a good strategy to deal with fishing, making their blue urban spaces a ttractive 

for fishers and targeting a sustainable equilibrium of biodiversity and fish population. The structure 

of clubs, club associations and municipalities is well established and enables lobbying and financial 

support. The measures are based on scientific knowledge, and more data about the actual condition of 

the rivers shall be collected with the project “Studie Fischbestände”. The mandatory training mainly 

focuses on animal-friendly fishing and respectful usage of nature. 

The above-described strategy of urban fishing management is based on a scientific background and 

follows adaptive management rules including data collection and feedback loops, which just started 

recently. All of this is needed to deal with the complex system of urban blue spaces and find a good 

mix of measures. Nevertheless, big challenges, not limited to the increasing influence of the climate 

change, endanger sustainable water bodies in Hamburg. I personally appreciate the fishing education 

and believe it is well worth it. The “new” fishing law defines protective measures for the fishes in 

Hamburg’s water bodies, which shall reduce the fishing pressure on the primarily targeted predators. 

A general catch-and-release fishing is not intended since the German Animal Protection Act does  not 

allow to harm vertebrates without reasonable cause, which is only given by food provision.  

A limiting factor for Hamburg’s fishing management is the missing information of the general 

conditions of the water bodies and fish stocks. This gap shall be closed but it will need some time to 

collect enough data for a transparent overview. 

This case study shows that Hamburg found a good mix of measures and created a broad strategy to 

manage urban fishing sustainable. The newest regulations are in place since 2019 and the effects are 

not analyzed so far. Other cities can use the knowledge Hamburg gained and the experiences th is city 

made for their own, individually adapted management. The overall effectivity of management 
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measures cannot be answered easily. Fishers’ and authorities’ first experiences show hope for an 

improvement of endangered predator stocks, but concrete numbers are still missing. Strict and properly 

designed fishing management can reasonably impact the sustainability of the city’s water bodies. 

Hamburg’s fishing management focuses on three pillars: protective laws, in -depth education, and 

proper data collection. All these measures have to be tailored for the condition of the city and the local 

fishers’ specific behaviour and need to be adapted for other cities.  

Further research is needed to conduct the effectivity of the measures. There is also a need to prove  the 

results of this thesis with more investigation on fishers’ thoughts and consideration of farmers and 

nature conservation unions. This thesis focused on the fishing management, while also the fisher’s 

fishing style impacts the water bodies. 
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Appendix A 

Questionnaire – Case Study Sustainable Fishing In Hamburg 

Fishing style: 

How often do you fish here and when? 

Which fishes are you targeting? (why these?) 

What is your reason to fish? (For food / Catch-and-release?) 

What do you need to do the type of fishing you do? 

How much money do you spend for fishing (gear & equipment, pass, license)? Is it worth it?  

Can you describe what you would catch on an average day? And what would that be on a good day? 

Knowledge about fish and natural environment: 

What do you think is the ecological status? In terms of water quality, clarity, vegetation, etc.  

 How do you rate the water quality?  

How is the clarity of the water? 

Are there fish? 

Is there vegetation? 

Can fish feel pain? Is it smart? Is there difference in character between species etc. etc.) 

What determines the amount of fish, or the size of your catch? (other  fish; water quality; climate; 

other fishers; etc.) 

Can fish stocks be overfished and depleted? 

What changes of the water and the fish have you witnessed during your time as a fisher here? (Do 

you know how these changes are caused?). 

Management: 

Are there any rules to fish here? Or How do you think about the legal regulations of fishing here? 

Do these rules work well? 

Are they important? 

Are they fair? 

Do people follow them? 

How do you think about the access to fish here? 

Are there things here that need to be improved? (or are there things that have been improved/or 

became worse?). 

Social: 

Access and fairness: 

- What do you need to go fishing? 

o License 

o Pass 

o Specific equipment 
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- How much does it cost? Is it expensive? 

o License 

o Pass 

o Specific equipment 

- How often do you fish? 

- Are there boundaries (e.g. language, inclusiveness)? 

- How much time effort / work is needed for access/license? (how difficult are tests/exams)  

Technological: 

- nuisance of other water usages (e.g. shipping, water sports, recreation) 

Do you feel disturbed by other users? 

Do you feel, that you disturb other users? 

Does the interconnection with other users disturb your experience? 

- Disturbance with facilities (e.g. floodgates) 

Do you have issues / disturbances with facilities in and around the water? 

Economic: 

Costs: 

- How much does is cost to maintain the water resources (fish load, care of water and coastal 

area) and are these costs covered by the income of fishing? 

- How much are the administration costs, costs for license/pass allocation, legal process, 

control 

Ecology: 

over-fishing: 

- Did the fish stock changed over the time and do you assume there is a direct impact by 

increase/decrease of fishers? 

- Is there a limitation of allowed caught fish for food? 

(fish-)waste management 

- Is there a lot of waste caused by fishers? 

- Is there a control mechanism to prevent waste? 

ethical concerns 

- Are there requirements how to treat the fish to avoid unnecessary pain? 

- How do you treat the fish to avoid unnecessary pain? 

General knowledge 

- How good is your general knowledge about fish and fishery? 

Political: 

- How satisfied are you with the municipals activities? 

- How satisfied are you with the laws? 

Legal: 

- Which laws are influencing your experience? 

- How do they influence you? Is it good or bad? 
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Appendix B 

Extract from the questionnaire for the fishing license in Hamburg: 

 



35 

 



36 

 

 



37 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


