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PIKE WETLANDS – DO THEY HAVE ANY IMPORTANCE FOR 
THE BALTIC SEA COASTAL AREA?

Pike is one of Sweden’s most common predatory fish. As a predatory fish at the top of the food chain, it also 
has an important role to play in how the ecosystem functions. Unfortunately, pike stocks in the Baltic Sea 
have declined in recent decades. One method designed to strengthen stocks is the creation of so-called 
pike factories. These wetland areas provide spawning sites and nursery areas for the pike, but what effect, 
if any, do they have?
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Pike is a species that prefers to spawn in wetlands. How-
ever, a quarter of Sweden’s wetlands have disappeared 
as a result of draining, cultivation or lake-lowering. The 
disappearance of wetlands, and thus spawning sites, has 
contributed to declining pike stocks in the Baltic Sea, 
which has consequences for the coastal ecosystem. 

“Wetlands markedly increase the number of pike fry, but 
the question is whether this equates to more adult pike in 
the coastal area.” 

So says Petter Tibblin, who is a postdoctoral fellow at the 
Department of Biology and Environmental Science at 
Linnaeus University and the project manager, together with 
Professor Per Larsson, for the project Pike wetlands – do 
they have any importance for the Baltic Sea coastal area? 
The project, which is funded by BalticSea2020, aims to 
investigate whether productive pike wetlands contribute 
to there being more adult pike, i.e. an increased pike stock 
along the Baltic Sea coast. But what actually is a pike 
wetland or ‘pike factory’? How does it differ from a ‘normal’ 
wetland area?

THE ROLE OF PIKE IN THE COASTAL ECOSYSTEM:

Pike eat smaller fish such 
as roach, which themselves 
eat zooplankton. If there 
are a lot of pike in a bay, 
then there is a reduction 
in the number of roach. 
Zooplankton eat phyto-
plankton; if there are a lot 
of zooplankton, there is a 
reduction in the amount of 
phytoplankton. In this way, 
pike help to reduce phyto-
plankton blooms (algal 
blooms) that develop rapidly 
when the water is eutrophic 
and contains a lot of  
nutrients. 
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“Pike wetlands are created with a focus on providing opti-
mal environmental conditions for favourable pike recruit-
ment, i.e. shallow wetlands with vegetation that preferably 
are able to dry out during the late summer months. Pike 
wetlands can also be adapted for other species of fish, for 
example perch. Optimal conditions for perch reproduction 
probably require slightly deeper environments than is the 
case for pike,” says Petter. 

However, pike wetlands do not just benefit the pike, as they 
have positive effects on their wider surroundings. When 
there are droughts, like last summer, wetlands are valua-
ble because they retain freshwater, which can contribute 
to a reduced impact on groundwater levels, for instance. 
Wetlands are also very important for birds, insects and 
vegetation and contribute to increased biodiversity. Other 
fish too, such as roach and ide, visit freshwater areas to 
spawn. Wetlands also provide the public with recreational 
areas.

Pike in the Baltic Sea, just like salmon and trout, exhibit 
migratory behaviour, meaning they tend to return to the 
place where they hatched or have spawned previously.

HOW A PIKE WETLAND WORKS:

Baltic Sea pike often look for freshwater when it 
comes time to spawn and are capable of sensing 
areas of freshwater in a pike wetland from a very 
considerable distance. Early in the spring they 
seek out areas where watercourses flow out and 
flood grass meadows. Here, the water is heated 
faster than in the sea. The pike spawning lasts 
for a few days. During this period a female pike 
can lay hundreds of thousands of eggs, which 
are fertilised by the males’ sperm. The fertilised 
eggs stick to blades of grass and hatch after a few 
weeks. The pike fry grow quickly in wetland areas, 
where there is plenty of food and protection. The 
pike fry eat zooplankton, benthic fauna and other 
fry, and sometimes each other. By June the pike 
fry are between 2 and 7 cm in length and are ready 
to swim out into the sea. Pike fry that have grown 
up in a wetland are usually larger than those that 
have hatched in the sea and therefore tend to do 
better.

“Our research shows that different pike populations have often developed specific adaptations to be able to reproduce 
successfully in their home environment. There are a number of differences in the characteristics of these genetically 
diverse populations, including, for example, growth rate, maximum size and salinity and temperature tolerance. It is 
therefore hugely important that we maintain our wetlands and watercourses,” says Petter. 

When establishing a pike wetland, the preferred option is an environment where there have been similar conditions 
previously; thus the idea is to restore wetlands that have disappeared as a result of drainage work, for example. The party 
responsible for establishing most pike wetlands is the Swedish Anglers’ Association (Sveriges Sportfiske- och Fiske-
vårdsförbund), which it does with the aid of funds from external stakeholders. Private stakeholders too, such as recre-
ational fishing clubs, county administrative boards and municipalities, have carried out wetland restoration projects in 
order to encourage pike spawning. 

A small pike fry from a pike wetland. Photo: BalticSea2020.
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Text: Madeleine Kullenbo, BalticSea2020

A shallow wetland that is suitable for pike spawning and as a 
nursery for small pike fry. Benthic flora is extremely important for 
the reproductive cycle of pike, partly because pike spawn in the 
submerged grasses, and partly because the eggs adhere to the 
blades of grass.  Photo: BalticSea2020.
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Petter Tibblin, one of two project managers for the project Pike 
wetlands – do they have any importance for the Baltic Sea coas-
tal area? Photo: Peter Johannessen.

The amount of work required to maintain an established pike wetland can vary, depending in part on how the wetland 
was created. However, Petter points out that any maintenance is normally quite sporadic, although it is important to 
monitor sites to ensure that pond embankments and spillways are working properly.

The project Pike wetlands – do they have any importance for the Baltic Sea coastal area? began in September 2017. Petter 
hopes that the project will contribute knowledge about how weak predatory fish stocks along the Baltic Sea coast can 
be supported using relatively simple restoration methods in freshwater areas and also compare this with the effects of 
protected fish zones, which are being evaluated in a parallel project organised by the County Administrative Board of 
Stockholm. 

“Initially our work focuses on three wetlands around Kalmar: Lervik, Oknebäck and Harfjärden. During the spring of 2019 
we will be adding areas in the Stockholm archipelago, including Snäckstavik, Hemmesta sjöäng and Bergshamraviken. 
We have chosen these areas because the pike wetlands here were established at least four years ago, which is a reaso-
nable period in which to be able to see a change in the number of adult pike in the area outside the wetlands. This is 
because it takes pike about 3-4 years to reach the ‘adult’ stage.” 

The number of adult pike will be compared across the coastal areas that adjoin a pike wetland and those that do not 
(reference area). This involves sampling of fish in the pike wetlands and in the reference area. The length and weight of 
the pike will be recorded, together with information on where they were caught, and scales and DNA samples will be 
collected for age analyses. Last but not least, the pike will be given an internal tag for future identification. 

“Preliminary results a little over halfway through the project indicate that almost twice as many adult pike are being 
caught in coastal areas close to a pike wetland as in the reference area,” says Petter.
 
The project will run until the spring of 2020, and so we wish Petter and his colleagues good luck in their work to determine 
how we best can strengthen pike stocks along the Baltic Sea coast! 

More information can be found on BalticSea2020’s website under the project Pike wetlands – do they have any import-
ance for the Baltic Sea coastal area? 

http://balticsea2020.org/english/alla-projekt/rovfisken/fishery-ongoing-projects/413-pike-wetland-do-they-have-any-importance-for-the-baltic-sea-coastal-region
http://balticsea2020.org/english/alla-projekt/rovfisken/fishery-ongoing-projects/413-pike-wetland-do-they-have-any-importance-for-the-baltic-sea-coastal-region

