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LING 

Molva molva 

GENERAL INFORMATION 

The common ling is one of the largest fish of the Gadiformes order reaching a maximum length of 200 

cm, with a mean length of about 70-90 cm according to data from the annual Icelandic spring groundfish 

survey. It is a demersal fish that preys on fish and invertebrates and can be found at depths 10 and 1300 

meters but is most common ly caught at depths between 100 and 400 meters. It reaches sexual maturity 

at the age of 5-8 years and 60-80 cm total length. Ling  spawns in May and June mostly along the edges 

of the south, southwest and west of the Icelandic continental shelf.  

THE FISHERY 

LANDINGS TRENDS 

In 1947 to 1971, landings of ling from Icelandic waters ranged between 7000 to more than 15000 tonnes. 

Landings decreased between 1972 and 2000 to as little as 3000 tonnes as a result of most foreign vessels 

being excluded from the Icelandic EEZ. In 2001-2010, catches increased constantly and reached 11Ѫ000 

tonnes in 2010 and remained at that level for the most part  until 2014, when the catches increased to 

14Ѫ000 tonnes. Since 2014, ling catches have reduced and were slightly above 7000 tonnes in 2021 (Table 

1 and Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Ling. Nominal landings  from Icelandic waters .  
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The fishery for ling in Icelandic waters has not changed substantially in recent years. Around 100-300 

longliners annually report catches of ling, around 30-200 gillnetters and around 60-140 trawlers. Most 

of ling is caught on longlines  (Figure 2, Table 1) which has increased since 2000 to around 68% in 2021. 

At the same time the proportion caught by gillne ts has decreased from 20ð30% in 2000ð2007 to less 

than 2% in 2021. Catches in trawls have varied less and have been at around 20% of Icelandic catches 

(Figure 2, Table 1).  

Most of the ling caught by Icelandic longliners is caught at depths less than 300 m, and by trawlers at 

less than 400 m (Figure 3). The main fishing grounds for ling as observed from logbooks are in the south, 

southwestern and western part of the Icelandic shelf (Figure 4). The main trend in the spatial distribution 

of catches according to logbook entries is the decreased proportion of catches in the southeast and 

increased catches on the western part of the shelf two decades ago. Around 40% of ling catches are 

caught on the southwestern part of the shelf ( Figure 5). In recent years, the main fishing pressure has 

shifted towards shallower waters (Figure 3).  

Table 1. Ling. Number of Icelandic boats and catches by fleet segment participating in the ling fishery from logbooks.  

YEAR NUMBER OF BOATS   CATCHES IN TONNES     SUM 

  Longliners Gillnetters Trawlers Longline Gillnet Trawl Others  

2000 287 184 140 1540 704 892 83 3284 

2001 252 232 130 1101 1061 640 491 3362 

2002 234 203 122 1283 648 853 1682 4519 

2003 243 172 119 2215 454 850 687 4270 

2004 234 165 116 2017 545 977 893 4606 

2005 260 127 115 2046 501 1500 899 5198 

2006 258 99 106 3734 629 1697 1133 7405 

2007 251 86 105 4042 633 1642 1035 7591 

2008 208 68 96 5007 477 1927 1583 9283 

2009 208 78 88 6231 723 2193 1367 10945 

2010 197 69 86 6532 363 2529 1304 11131 

2011 201 61 82 5594 222 2625 873 9626 

2012 206 62 81 7479 245 2509 1162 11817 

2013 206 62 85 6836 345 2808 1356 11581 

2014 206 57 78 10624 673 2717 30 14246 

2015 193 55 75 9249 650 2802 23 13035 

2016 173 55 71 6545 681 2426 20 9884 

2017 157 48 70 5975 556 2063 11 8766 

2018 137 47 68 5366 387 2114 18 8062 

2019 135 33 61 5964 115 2009 9 8269 

2020 114 36 67 4765 138 1985 15 7061 

2021 108 39 66 4828 126 2074 10 7128 
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Figure 2. Ling.  Total catch (landings) by fishing gear since 1994, according to statistics from the Directorate of F isheries. 

 

Figure 3. Ling.  Depth distribution of ling catches from longlines  and trawls from Icelandic logbooks.  
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Figure 4. Ling. Geographical distribution (tonnes/square mile) of the Icelandic longline ling fishery since 2004 as reported 

in logbooks by the Icelandic fleet.   
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Figure 5. Ling. Catch distribution and proportions by area according to logbooks.  

LANDING DATA AVAILABLE 

In general sampling is considered good from commercial catches from the main gears (longlines and 

trawls). Sampling does seem to cover the spatial distribution of cat ches for longlines and trawls but less 

so for gillnets. Similarly, sampling does seem to follow the temporal distribution of catches ( Figure 6, 

WGDEEP 2012). 

LANDINGS AND DISCARDS 

Landings by Icelandic vessels are given by the Icelandic Directorate of Fisheries. Landings of Norwegian 

and Faroese vessels are given by the Icelandic Coast Guard. Discarding is banned by law in the Icelandic 

demersal fishery. Based on limited data, discard rates in the Icelandic longline fishery for ling are 

estimated very low (<1% in either numbers or weight) (WGDEEP, ICES 2011:WD02). Measures in the 

management system such as converting quota share from one species to another are used by the fleet 

to a large extent and this is thought to discourage discarding in mixed fisheries.  A description of the 

management system is given in the area overview (ICES 2019). 
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LENGTH COMPOSITIONS 

An overview of available length measurements is given in Table 2. Most of the measurements are from 

longlines and bottom trawls . The number of available length measurements increased in recent years in 

line with increased landings but in 2020 they were fewer (due to the covid pandemic) . Length 

distributions from the Icelandic longline and trawling fleet are presented in Figure 7. Sampling from 

commercial catches of ling is considered good; both in terms of spatial and temporal distribution of 

samples (Figure 6). Mean length as observed in length samples from longlines and trawls decreased 

from 2006-2008 from around 86 to 80 cm (Figure 7). This may be the result of increased recruitment in 

recent years rather than increased fishing effort. Mean length has increased in the period and in 2020, 

the highest mean length was recorded, or 96cm (Figure 7). 
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Table 2. Ling. Number of available length measurements from Icelandic commercial catches.  

YEAR LONGLINES GILLNETS DEMERSAL 

SEINE 

TRAWLS SUM 

2000 1624 566 0 383 2573 

2001 1661 493 0 37 2191 

2002 1504 366 0 221 2091 

2003 2404 300 0 280 2984 

2004 2640 348 46 141 3175 

2005 2323 31 101 499 2954 

2006 3354 645 0 1558 5557 

2007 3661 0 76 400 4137 

2008 5847 357 15 969 7188 

2009 9014 410 0 966 10Ѫ390 

2010 7322 57 0 2345 9724 

2011 7248 0 150 1995 9393 

2012 12Ѫ770 85 150 2748 15Ѫ753 

2013 10Ѫ771 267 122 2337 13Ѫ497 

2014 6448 1286 120 5053 13Ѫ610 

2015 3315 1563 0 5667 10Ѫ545 

2016 2483 2039 0 3673 8195 

2017 1637 485 0 3189 5310 

2018 1424 559 0 1603 4298 

2019 3598 0 0 1830 6247 

2020 1099 4 0 1718 2821 

2021 1056 0 0 2028 3084 
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Figure 6. Ling. Spatial distribution of length samples (black dots) from commercial catches in Icelandic waters (upper) and 

numbers of samples taken per month by project (bars) and proportion of landings per months (black line) (lower)  
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Figure 7 . Ling.  Length distributions from the Icelandic longline  and trawl  fleet ( grey area ) and mean length distribution 

(black lines)  from 2002-2021. 

 

Figure 8 . Ling.  Length distributions from the Icelandic longline  and trawl  fleet from 2005 -2021. 
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AGE COMPOSITIONS 

Aged data are available from 2000 onwards (Table 3). In previous years, most of the ling caught in the 

Icelandic spring survey were between age 5 and 8 but from longlines the age was between 6 and 9. The 

past several years have shown a much larger composition of older fish, common up to 12, from both 

sample sources (see Survey Data, next section). 

Table 3. Ling. Number of available aged otoliths from the commercial catches.  

YEAR LONGLINES GILLNETS D. SEINE TRAWLS TOTAL 

2000 650 200 0 150 1000 

2001 550 193 0 37 780 

2002 519 166 0 150 835 

2003 900 100 0 150 1150 

2004 750 100 46 100 996 

2005 750 0 0 231 981 

2006 1137 288 0 550 1975 

2007 1300 0 50 100 1450 

2008 1950 150 0 365 2465 

2009 2550 150 0 400 3100 

2010 2498 50 0 850 3398 

2011 2546 0 50 700 3296 

2012 4031 50 50 941 5072 

2013 2863 100 50 800 3813 

2014 743 225 20 913 1901 

2015 595 300 0 1003 1898 

2016 440 345 0 680 1465 

2017 310 85 0 595 990 

2018 244 100 0 409 753 

2019 385 0 0 340 865 

2020 225 40 0 355 620 

2021 180 0 0 398 578 

CATCH AND EFFORT 

The CPUE estimates of ling from commercial fisheries in Icelandic waters have not been considered 

representative of stock abundance. 
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SURVEY DATA 

The Icelandic spring groundfish survey, which has been conducted annually in March since 1985, covers 

the most important distribution area of the ling fishery. In addition, the autumn survey was commenced 

in 1996 and expanded in 2000, however a full autumn survey was not conducted in 2011 and therefore 

the results for 2011 are not presented.  

Figure 9 shows distribution of ling in groundfish surveys in spring 2022 and autumn 2021. Figure 10 

shows both a recruitment index and the trends in biomass from both surveys. Length distributions from 

the spring survey are shown in Figure 11 (abundance) and changes in spatial distribution in the spring 

survey are presented in Figure 12. 

Ling in both the spring and autumn surveys are mainly found in the deeper waters south and west off 

Iceland. Both the total biomass index and the index of the fishable biomass (>40 cm) gradually decreased 

in the spring survey until 1995 (Figure 10). In the years 1995-2003 these indices were half of the mean 

from 1985ð1989. In 2003-2007, the recruitment indices increased and remained high until 2010. The 

index of the large ling (80 cm and larger) shows a similar trend as the total biomass index (Figure 10). 

The recruitment index of ling, defined here as ling smaller than 40 cm, showed a considerable increase 

in 2003-2007 and remained high until 2010. Then the juvenile index fell to a very low level in 2014 and 

has been relatively low since then (Figure 10).  

Length distributions from the spring survey show a similar pattern as survey indices, with the 2012-2018 

peak in abundance observed as high proportions of fish in the range of 60ð100 cm, that has slowly 

decreased as they have reached sizes 80ð120 cm (Figure 11). This pattern is likely to have caused the 

increase in ling sizes observed in the trawl samples (Figure 7). 

Biomass indices in the autumn survey were low in 1996-2000 but have increased since then (Figure 10). 

There is consistency between the two surveys; the autumn survey biomass indices are however derived 

from substantially fewer ling caught. Also, there is an inconsistency in recruitment indices (<40 cm), 

where the autumn survey shows much lower recruitment, in absolute terms compared with the spring 

survey (Figure 10). This discrepancy is likely a result of much lower catchability of small ling (due to 

different gears) in the autumn survey, where ling less than 40 cm has rarely been caught. 

Changes in spatial distribution as observed in surveys: According to the spring survey most of the 

increase during the 2012ð2018 peak in ling abundance was in the western area, but an increase was seen 

in most areas. However, most of the i ndex in terms of biomass comes from the southwestern area or 

around 40% compared to around 30% between 2003 and 2011. Since 2016, the amounts of biomass in 

the west and southwest have, however, reduced while the proportions in the southeast have increased, 

leading to a greater contribution of ling from the northwest and southeast to the total index. A similar 

pattern is observed in the autumn survey. 

 

Figure 9. Ling. Location and abundance of ling in the spring survey (SMB) in 202 2 and the autumn survey (SMH) in 202 1. 


