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1.  SUMMARY  

In these times the development of Greenlandôs society and economy stands at a crossroads. On 

the one hand, the country is facing significant challenges, if the current level of social welfare is 

to be sustained in the future. On the other, it has been established that th e country has vast 

economic potentials, which may greatly influence its future incomes, business life, and the 

sustainable development of society as well as environment.  

 

The current socioeconomic situation calls for focusing on business development that b oth helps 

bring about a long - term transformation of the economy and creates development and jobs in the 

here and now.  

 

The Government will be facing a growing gap between revenue and expenditure of public 

finances towards 2025. 1 This deficit will have to b e plugged either by reducing public expenditure 

or by increasing incomes to Greenlandôs society and public sector by means of greater private 

sector activity and consequent tax revenues.  

 

Figur e 1 : Development in Government revenue  and expenditure in millions of DKK , 2010  pri ces  

 

Source : Greenland Taxation and Social Welfare Commissionôs report 2011. The analysis relies on the Economic Councilôs 

report from 2010.  

 

This report sets out to explore the economic potentials of Greenland ôs existing sectors, e.g. 

fisheries, mining and tourism, as well as new sectors, such as energy - intensive production (e.g. 

aluminium smelters), utilisation of mineral deposits, and others.   

 

Rambøll Management Consulting (he nceforth óRambøll ô) ha s analysed  which sectors will be able 

to address the current and future social and economic needs in Greenland, and what will be the 

consequences for the economy, society and environment.  

 

Our aspiration with this report is to shine the spotlight on sectors which ar e creating permanent 

and locally -based jobs in Greenland, and which may to various degrees, within a relatively short 

time span, contribute to the economy.  

 

We have chosen not  to include offshore extraction of oil and gas in the analysis. It is well -known 

that this activity could potentially become a ógame changerô for Greenland. It has been subject to 

scrutiny in recent years, thoroughly mapping out both the possible socioeconomic gains and the 

societal, economic and not least environmental risks involved . 2 

                                                
1 For more details, see the Economic Councilôs report 2010. 
2 See for examples Report on socio -economic aspects of hydrocarbon explo ration and exploitation in Greenland , the Greenland 

Taxation and Social Welfare Comissionsôs report Vores velstand og velfærd ï kræver handling nu  [ Our prosperity and welfare demand 
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It is our starting point that economically, socially and environmentally sustainable development 

of society should be promoted through broad -based economic development which helps create a 

wide set of domestic capacities, jobs and lasting turnover. It i s important that the society of 

Greenland increase private sector incomes as rapidly as possible in order to confront the current 

economic imbalance.  

 

Although the emerging sector of raw materials will be able to create growth and employment, it 

is unreali stic to expect this to underpin development in all parts of the country. Other economic 

sectors in Greenland, however, also hold considerable unexploited scope for growth.  

 

The countryôs large and well-established fisheries sector, the existing tourism ind ustry, hunting, 

agriculture and other activities offer opportunities for further development in coming years. They 

may thus contribute to meeting the socioeconomic needs of Greenland in the future.  

 

Fisheries is the second - largest sector in Greenland with an estimated turnover of DKK 3.7 billion. 

Commerce is the largest sector with a volume of trade of about DKK 4.7 billion. Turnover in 

tourism has been calculated at DKK 334 million, while raw material extraction amounts to DKK 

522 million in 2010. The fish ing industry is by far the most important economic sector in 

Greenland today, accounting for about 60% of all exports, which totalled DKK 4.2 billion in 2011 3. 

Unlike other sectors, turnover in fisheries is not generated by means of public funding, and the  

sector delivers a significant proportion of Greenlandôs total income. 

 

Figur e 2 : Turnover by sector in millions of DKK , 2010  

 

* Turnover of fisheries is based on figures from 2011. ** R aw material extraction encompasses the mining  sector, but not oil 

and gas . Source: Statistics Greenland, own calculations .  

 

Based on a structured analysis of economic sectors that may possibly contribute to meeting the 

socioeconomic needs of Greenland in the future, Rambøll judges that the following sectors in 

particular may help foment economic growth:  tourism, fisheries, mining, agriculture and seal 

products.  

 

In  Rambøll ôs assessment, based on decisions and initiatives that have already been taken, the 

aforementioned sectors will be able to grow by an average of 0.6% annually until 2025 (total 

growth of 9%). This is equivalent to a total increase in the businessesô annual turnover of about 

DKK 428 million in 2025.  

 

                                                                                                                                                
action now ]  and  Erfaringerne med udviklingen af olieindustrien i Newfoundl and og Labrador  [Experiences of oil industry development in 

Newfoundland and Labrador] .  
3 See Fiskeriets økonomiske fodaftry k i Gr ønland  [ Economic footprints of fishing in Greenland ] . 
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If a major mining project is carried out during the period (e.g. the Isukasia mine), i t can 

potentially increase annual Government revenue by some DKK 1 -2 billion, in addition to the 

income coming from the other sectors.  

 

In the reportôs chapters on each sector, we have made an assessment of the possible size of the 

respective sectors by 20 25, being under the impression that further initiatives will be set in train 

that will promote growth and progress.  

 

Given such initiatives, Rambøll considers that the sectors of tourism, fisheries, mining, 

agriculture and seal products may potentially gro w by 3.8% annually towards 2025 (total growth 

of 56%). This is equivalent to a total added turnover of DKK 2.9 billion on top of the growth 

already described. This will be a strong factor in plugging the current gap between costs and 

incomes, and at the sa me time underpin economic development in all parts of the country, 

creating lasting, locally -based jobs.  

  

Figur e 3 : Turnover by sector in millions of DKK , 2011 and  2025, in 2011 prices  

 

Source : a series of sources and own calculat ions in accordance with chapters on individual sectors.  

 

The report sets out general catalogues of ideas for possible initiatives that may promote growth 

in each sector. The chapters on individual sectors examine the particular initiatives and means 

that m ay be brought to bear in order to enhance growth in the sectors included. Table 1 below 

presents a synthesis of the chapters covering individual sectors.  

 

Before each of the initiatives might be launched, it will be necessary to carry out more in -depth 

fea sibility studies, as well as to define time horizons and preconditions.  

 

Summing up, Rambøll sees a need for a structured political approach to the development of 

Greenlandôs business life, focusing on the development of specific areas and competencies in light 

of systematic assessments of local strengths and skills. This will serve to ensure authentic 

capacity building in prioritised sectors.  

It should be noted that the report has not assessed the public sectorôs capacity to carry out the 

required changes.  Simultaneously with the business sector development, it will be crucial to focus 

on sustaining and advancing the necessary public sector capacity to continue to underpin and 

catalyse the development, as well as to ensure the necessary permits, regulation and 

supervision. Otherwise, the development may have adverse effects on the sustainability of 

society and environment, in addition to hampering the pace of progress.  
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2.  INTRODUCTION   

In these times, t he development of Greenlandôs society and economy stan ds at a crossroads . On 

the one hand, the country is facing significant challenges, if the current level of social welfare is 

to be sustained in the future. On the other, it has been established  that the country has vast 

economic potential, which may greatl y affect its future income s, business life, and  the 

sustainable development of society as well as environment.  

 

The potential s have primarily been identified in the area of raw materials and minerals, and both 

political and business circles focus strongly on the concomitant opportunities for development.  

 

Although the sector of raw materials will be able to create growth and employment, it is 

unrealistic to expect this to underpin development in all parts of the country. New jobs will be 

located in particu lar extraction  zones , which will be naturally  and  direct ly  advantage d in terms of 

local employment  as well as  turnover  in other sectors benefitting from  derived demand . 

 

Other economic sectors in Greenland, however, also hold unexploited scope for growth.  The 

countryôs large and well-established fishing sector, the current tourist industry, agriculture, 

hunting, etc. offer an array of  opportunities for continued development in years to come, which 

may also contribute to Greenlandôs future. 

 

At the same time , it must be kept in mind that, notwithstanding the vast economic potentials of 

the raw materials sector, these will presumably take some 5 -10 more years to become 

substantial. Greenlandôs current socioeconomic situation calls for focusing on sectors capab le of 

creating development and jobs in the short er  term as well.  

   

The development of sectors other than raw materials and minerals is also important if Greenland 

wishes to continue to chart a course of sustainable and inclusive development for society as  a 

whole. It is necessary to establish permanent jobs, which, based on the skills of the population, 

serve to underpin the progress  ahead.  

 

An analys is by Rambøll  of development in six Arctic  towns (Nuuk, Narvik, Tromsø, Gällivare, 

Luleå and  Oulu) document , for instance, that those societies that manage to create a broad -

based economic structure with a well -educated labour force are also more resilient to economic 

downturns, and better at maintaining sustainable demographic, social and environmental 

develop ment.  

 

It is important to understand  the implications of societal development for climate, environment 

and nature, since Arctic  areas are highly vulnerable and unique as regards flora and fauna. 

Initiatives and measures to counter potential risks of specif ic activities should be an integral part 

of decisions concerning the future development and character of the sectors.  

 

2.1  Focus of this report  

This report is based on the premise that the  society of  Greenland  must find a series of durable 

solutions for the f uture which ensure sustainability economically, socially as well as 

environmentally. This is not an easy task.  

 

The Greenland Taxation and Social Welfare Commission sums up the scenario with the following 

quote : ñThe status quo is not an option ò. 4 This vie w has, in recent years, been expressed again 

and again by politicians, the business community and other actors in the countryôs society.  

 

This gives rise to a series of problematic issues which may be framed in the following questions :  

 

                                                
4 Report of the Economic Council  (Økonomisk Råd ) ,  2010.  
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 Which sectors will be capable of addressing current and future social and economic needs 

in the country ?  

 

 How large a share can each of the various sectors contribute towards addressing the 

needs? And how will the sectors impact on the economy, society and environment ? 

 

 Wha t national and international factors will influence the future role of the sectors ?  

 

This report addresses the above questions. By way of introduction, we go about this by 

identifying and analysing a number of select sectors, which may help Greenland  to c hart the 

desired course . 

 

It is our point of departure that economically, socially and environmentally sustainable 

development of society is favoured through  broad -based economic  and social development which 

contributes to building a wide array of domestic  competencies.  

 

We have chosen not  to include offshore extraction of oil and gas in the analysis. It is well -known 

that this activity could potentially become a ógame changerô for Greenland. It has been subject to 

intense scrutiny in recent years, thorough ly mapping out both the possible socioeconomic gains 

and the societal, economic and not least environmental risks involved . 5 

 

Our aspiration with  this report is to shine the spotlight on sectors which are creating  permanent 

and  locally based jobs in Greenl and , and which may to various degrees, within a relatively short 

time span, contribute to the economy.  

 

To this effect it will obviously  be crucial that ï simultaneously with the business sector 

development ï attention be paid to sustaining and advancing t he public sector capacity required 

to continue to underpin and promote the development as much as possible , as well as to ensure 

necessary permits, regulation and supervision. Otherwise, the development may have adverse 

effects on the sustainability of soc iety and environment, while also  hampering the pace of 

progress.  

 

The report highlights the opportunities both in  (1)  existing sectors, such as fis hing, mining and 

tourism and  (2)  new sectors, such as energy - intensive industry (e.g. aluminium smelters), 

ut ilisation of raw material deposits, etc.  

 

In the following chapters, we establish the current scenario with a series of key figures regarding 

the sectors which we have selected. Various social dimensions are included in this, e.g. 

socioeconomic weight, num ber of employees, contribution to public finances, planned 

investments, environmental implications, geopolitical vulnerability and other aspects.  

 

Subsequently, we analyse the future potential, demands and investments of each sector. This 

analysis is divid ed into two parts:  (1)  Mapping out development measures already decided upon; 

and (2)  innovative ide as and suggestions for further development of economic sectors, including 

those presented by private actors or think tanks.  

 

The analysis will result in an assessment of the development potential in each sector, including of 

its possible socioeconomic weight by 2025. Moreover, when addressing each sector, we shall 

present a catalogue of ideas. This will indicate a series of initiatives that can be carried out  in 

order to  promote development in the sector  concerned . 

 

I n the following Chap te r  3 , we look at  Greenlandôs current economic situation and challenges. I n 

Chapter  4 , we  examine the countryôs existing economic sectors and their relative size and 

dev elopmen t potentials. Furthermore , more profound analysis is presented of those sectors that, 

                                                
5 See note 2.  
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given the right circumstances, might in Rambøll ôs assessment take up a larger share of the 

economy tha n what is currently the case . I n Ch ap t e r  5 , a number of additi onal s ectors are 

included, although these are not discussed in detail in the report.  
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3.  GREENLAND ôS ECONOMIC CHALLENGES   

Greenland ôs economy is typical of Arctic  regions  and should, for the purposes of business 

development, be viewed in light of the concrete circ umstances of geography and climate 

pertaining to an Arctic  nation.  

 

Firstly, the economy is based on exploitation of natural resources (hunting and fishing) and (thus 

far) characterised by the absence of an industrial sector as such . 6 Accordingly, the extr action of 

raw materials and minerals plays only a limited role in Greenlandôs economy today. In December 

2013, the  countryôs last productive mine in Nalunaq was closed down . Nevertheless, looking 

ahead , the raw material potential is substantial, and a long  list  of companies have begun to 

survey the underground  in order to explore  commercial opportunities for extraction.  

 

Secondly, Greenland has a large public sector , which in many ways dominates the economy . 7 The 

countryôs society is based on the Nordic social welfare model, offering a range  of services to the 

population. Going forward, not least the current costs of maintaining a high level of welfare are 

bound to put pressure  on the Governmentôs efforts to balance the books. 

 

Thirdly, Greenland has a fragm ented and small labour market spread over a vast geographical 

area, although there is arguably a relative concentration in the larger towns. The working 

population totalled 28,387 in 2010.  

 

Greenland has 56 ,370 inhabitants (Januar y 2013) spread across a va st surface area  (2 ,166 ,086 

km 2). Gr eenland ôs gross national product in  2011 was DKK  13 .1 billion and has, in the period 

2003 -2011 , had an annual growth of about 4%  ( in current nominal prices ). According to 

Statistics Greenland, the gross national product p er capita was DKK 231 ,000  in 2011 . 

 

Figur e 4 : Gr ee nland ôs gross national product (G NP) i n millions of DKK , 2003 -2011 , current 

nominal prices  

 

Source : Statistics Greenland . 

 

Greenlandôs GNP per capita is low compared to the Nordic countries. In comparison, the average 

GNP per capita in Denmark was DKK 322,000 in 2011, according to statistics Denmark. In the 

period 2003 -2011, Greenlandôs GNP per capita is some 60-70% of Denmarkôs.  

 

Even when adjusting the figure to take account of th e subsidy ( bloktilskud ) from Denmark and 

Greenlandôs income from the fisheries agreement with the EU, totalling about DKK 3.9 billion, 

Greenlandôs GNP per capita remains about 10% lower than Denmarkôs.  

  

                                                
6 Torben M. Andersen: òGrßnlands ßkonomiò [Greenlandôs Economy] , p. 100.  
7 Torben M. Andersen: òGrßnlands ßkonomiò [Greenlandôs Economy] , p. 102.  
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Figur e 5 : Development in GN P per capita of Greenland and Denmark , in  thousands of  DKK , 2003 -

2011 , current nominal prices   

 

 

Source : Statistics Greenland and Statistics Denmark .  

 

3.1  Composition of public finances  

In 2011, the Government of Greenland incurred expenditure of DKK 6.522 bi llion and collected 

income of DKK 6.391 billion. The subsidy from Denmark and the partnership agreement with the 

EU brought in about DKK 3.864 billion, thus accounting for 60% of total income.  Direct taxes, i.e. 

income tax and corporat e tax, made up DKK 1. 135 billion, while indirect taxes, including import 

tariffs, amounted to DKK 800 million. Accordingly, altogether about 30% of Government  revenue 

came from direct and indirect taxation.  

 

Thus, Greenlandôs economy remains highly dependent on the subsidy from Denmark, which must 

be expected in coming years to continue to play a crucial role in the development of societyôs 

ability to consume and maintain a level of social welfare.  

 

Since  2007 , the Government has operated at a financial deficit, 

except in 201 0, when  books were balanced. In 2011, the 

deficit totalled about DKK 200 million.  

  

3.2  Public finances in the red  

A series of actors forecast that the current financial situation is 

set to worsen in coming years due to a variety of structural 

circumstances .  

 

I n c onnection with the Autonomous Government Agreement 

with Denmark, the Economic Council of Greenland was 

designated in 2009. The Councilôs mission is: ñto assess the 

economic cycles and the vi ability of economic policy, just as 

the Council should examin e the financing of social welfare 

payments .ò8  

 

The first report from the Economic Council was published in 

2010 , making a series of projections for Greenlandôs economy 

in the following years . 

 

 

                                                
8 From the introduction to  the Economic Councilôs first report from 2010. 

Fig ure 6 : Government revenue in 

millions of DKK , 2011  

Source: Greenlandôs National Budget 2013.  
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In its report, the Council thus present ed an economic model a nd extrapolated from the current 

economic situation. This led the Council to identify a  deficit between income and expenditure in 

public finances towards  2030. 9  

 

The Council estimates that this gap will be DKK 629 million by 2025, while the deficit will g row to 

DKK 950 million in 2030 (in 2010 prices). Expenditure significantly outgrows income, which 

increases the gap year by year. Various causes account for the negative trend in the extrapolation 

carried out by the Economic Council of Greenland. Part of th e explanation naturally springs from 

the gradual withdrawal of the Danish subsidy, but the following sections will highlight some of the 

most important additional reasons.  

 

Figur e 7 : Development in Government revenue and expenditure  in millions of DKK , 2010  prices  

 

Source : Greenland Taxation and Social Welfare Commissionôs report 2011 . The analysis relies on the Economic Councilôs 

report from 2010.  

 

Looking ahead, there will be fewer people in the economically active age  and more el derly people 

to support. This will increase public expenditure on, among other items, elderly care and 

healthcare. As can be seen from the figure below, the so -called dependency ratio was 0.5 1 in 

2012, which means there were  0.51 dependents (children, elde rly, unemployed) per economically 

active breadwinner. The ratio is expected to increase to 0.56 in 2025. The cost of health and 

pensions will therefore rise in the years towards 2025. The falling birth rate will lessen 

expenditure in areas such as family, children and education, but this will not suffic e to offset the 

cost increases.  

 

Figur e 8 : Development of dependency ratio , 2000 -2025  

 

Note: Calculation of dependency ratio : Number of breadwinners  (18 -64 years ) / number of dependen ts  (0 -17 years , 64 -99 

years ) .   Source: S tatisti cs Greenland . 

                                                
9 For more detail, see the report of  the Economic Council ,  Ch. 3.  
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In recent years, Greenland has experienced a downward demographic trend due to emigration 

and deaths exceeding immigration and births. This is not a major problem in itself, provided that 

the re maining population maintains the same or achieves a lower dependency ratio. However, 

this does not seem to be the case, since a significant share of the emigration is of young people 

who enrol for  higher education outside Greenland, subsequently staying ab road in order to 

work . 10  

 

These demographic trends are expected to continue in years to come. For  2025, Statistics 

Greenland forecasts a population of 55,730 compared to 56,452 in 2010. Moreover, a marked 

increase is anticipated in the number of citizens a ged 65 -99 years and a decrease in the age 

group of 18 -64 -year -olds .  

 

Figur e 9 : Development in G r ee nland ôs population, number of persons  

 

Source: Statistics Greenland . 

 

Average life expectancy in the country has been rising over t he past decades. In 1980 it was 64 

years, while in 2012 it was 70.5 years. As in other Western countries, life expectancy is projected 

to grow in future by about one year for every five -year period, which, in view of a virtually 

unchanged population  size  until 2025, implies a n upward  shift in the age distribution.  

 

Figur e 10 : Development in  life  expectancy , age in years  

 

Source : Statisti cs Greenland . 

 

 

  

                                                
10  Torben M. Andersen: òGrßnlands ßkonomiò [Greenlandôs Economy], p. 107. 
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4.  STATUS AND POTENTIAL  OF ECONOMIC SECTORS  

Greenlandôs business structure is characterised by many small enterprises with few employees, 

supplemented by a handful of large companies accounting for a major overall share  of 

employment.  The vast majority of the large companies are owned in part or in full by the 

Government. This is the ca se of, for instance, Royal Greenland, Air Greenland, Tele Post , KNI, 

Royal Arctic Line , Nukissiorfiit , among others . The  ownership modality can be either share -

holding or full government ownership with semi -autonomous management ( nettostyret ).  

 

The public sector is by far the largest employer, occupying 39 % of the labour force (equivalent to 

11,500 employees). The second - largest sector in terms of employment is that of commerce and 

repair activ ity, with about 12 %, while the fishing industry provides for abo ut 12% of the labour 

force. Potential growth sectors, such as tourism (including hotels) and raw material extraction 

account for, respectively, about 4% and 1% of all jobs.  

 

Accordingly, employment in Greenland is relatively vulnerabl e, as it depends on pu blic sect or 

consumption and on the activities of a few, frequently government -owned, enterprises .11 

Figur e 11 : Number of employees by sector *  

 

Note: The number of employees counts all hired personnel in Greenland.  * Number of persons  with this as their principal 

occupation on average per month . ** The term óother sectorsô includes: education, healthcare, social institutions, waste 

collection, organisations, culture as well as where no  data  is provided .  

Source: Statistics Greenland , Fiskeriets økonomiske fodaftryk i Grønland  [Economic  footprints of fishing in Greenland ] , 2013, 

own calculations .  

 

The above economic sectors had a combined turnover of about DKK 16.7 billion in 2010 . 12 The 

fishing industry  is the second - largest  sector in Gr eenland with an estimated turnover of DKK 3.7 

billion (23%). Commerce is the largest sector with a volume of trade  of about DKK 4.7 billion. 

Turnover in tourism has been calculated at DKK 334 million, while raw material extraction 

amounts to DKK 522 millio n in 2010. Fisheries is by far the most important economic sector in 

Greenland today, accounting for about 90% of exports. Unlike other sectors, turnover in fisheries 

is not generated by means of public funding, and the sector delivers a significant propor tion of 

Greenlandôs total income. 

 

  

                                                
11  See the chapter on Greenlandôs business structure in the background report of the Greenland Taxation and Social Welfare 

Commission entitled Hvordan si kres vækst og velfærd i Grønland ? [How to  secure  growth and welfare in Greenland ] .  
12  Statistic s Greenland  does not provide a combined overview for 2011.  
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Figur e 12 : Turnover by sector in 2010, mi llions of DKK . 

 

* Turnover of fisheries is based on figures from 2011.  ** R aw material extraction covers the mining sector, and not oil and 

gas.  

Source: Statistics Greenland , Fiskeriets økonomiske fodaftryk i Grønland  [Economic  footprints of fishing in Greenland ] , 

Råstofredegørelsen 2013  [ Raw material report 2013 ] , own calculations .  

 

The following sections focus on those sectors that attract foreign capita l and, in Rambßllôs 

assessment, hold growth potential going forward. The analysis concentrates on sectors that are 

driven by market conditions and are only to a limited extent supported by public subsidies.  

 

Rambøll has thus analysed a series of economic s ectors capable of contributing to meeting the 

socioeconomic needs of Greenland in the future. Through this exercise, we have concluded that 

the following sectors may provide such contributions:  

 

 Tourism  

 Fisheries  

 Min ing  

 Agriculture  

 Seal products  

 Other pros pects  

 

Each sector will be examined in the sections below. All sections are introduced with a factual 

description, after which the development prospects and opportunities are discussed.  Against this 

background , Rambßll offers an assessment of the sectorôs potential size in 2025. Attached to 

each sector will be a catalogue of initiative s that might be taken to promote  development as 

much as possible.  

 

It should be stressed that it will be important ï along with the development of individual sectors 

ï to main tain and advance the public sectorôs capacities and competencies. This applies not only 

to the central Governmen t of Greenland, but also to municipalities and other public institutions.  

 

For the purposes of establishing and developing the mining sector, it  will be necessary to 

undertake a series of tasks regarding licenses, permits, environmental supervision etc. In light of 

Greenlandôs enormous geography and the relatively limited size of its public sector, the 

regulation of development will demand vast re sources and competencies, which might not always 

exist today to the extent required.  

 

Focusing on these matters will be necessary to ensure that Greenland stays on course for 

economically, socially and environmentally sustainable development of its busines ses and 

society, and that this proceeds at the desired pace of progress.  
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4.1  Fis heries  

Fishing is today a crucial sector in Greenland. Towards 2025 , the sector is estimated to hold 

significant growth potential. At the same time, however, t he country ôs marked dependence on 

income from fisheries, in particular from the export of shrimp and Greenlandic halibut, makes the 

economy highly vulnerable to slumps in international demand, falling world market prices and not 

least a reduction in quotas. The sustainabili ty of fish stocks should be the primary concern of 

sector stakeholders in order to safeguard long - term productivity. Accordingly, current 

recommendations regarding lower quotas of particular species should be taken seriously and 

complied with.  

 

Fishing pro duction has been calculated at DKK 3.7 billion in 2011, which makes it the most 

dominant of Greenlandôs private business sectors. In terms of exports, fishing is also by far the 

most important sector.  

 

There are two large fishing companies, namely Royal Gr eenland and  Polar Seafood, along with 

numerous smaller enterprises, of whom some are partly or wholly owned by the two large 

companies. Royal Greenland is 100 % owned by the Government, while  Polar Seafood is privately 

owned. The sector operates on commerci al terms, but is, as in other countries, subject to 

regulation, as fish resources are allocated through licenses. At present there is also a duty on 

shrimp and Greenlandic halibut, and recently a mackerel duty was introduced from 2014 

onwards . 13 

 

Altogether , fishing in recent years has been moderately growing as regards both production 

volumes and income. In general, however, there is pressure for political reform of an activity 

characterised by overcapacity, low productivity in some parts of the sector, and  a strong need to 

modernise the fishing fleet, which is today typically composed of older and relatively small 

vessels . 14  

 

This requires the  will to bring about long - term, stable and attractive framework conditions for 

fishing enterprises . License distribu tion is at the core of the fishing business. Accordingly, just as 

in the case of abiotic (non - living) raw materials, the focus should be on creating a taxation 

structure that provides a stable income to the economy and treasury, and at the same time 

enable s the sector to continue to develop.  

 

4.1.1  Facts about fishing in Greenland  

Fishing production has been calculated at DKK 3.7 billion in 2011. Of the total production, DKK 

2.4 billion is exported (65%), DKK 0.9 billion (24%) is sold to domestic businesses with a view to 

processing and resale, while DKK 0.4 billion (11%) is sold for domestic consumpti on. Thus, 

altogether, 35% of  total production is utilised in Greenland . 15 

 

A certain amount of fish is used for own consumption, given to families and friends, or is sold at 

the óKalaaliaraq ô, which is a physical marketplace in Greenlandic towns and villages. 16 The value of 

sales at the Kalaaliaraq has not been included in the figures below . Production along the whole 

value chain of fisheries has not been calculated for  years other than 2011 and is difficult to 

estimate based on existing data . 17  

 

                                                
13  See, for instance, the discussion in Sermitsiaq newspaper on 15 November  2013  about a mackerel duty in the proposal for National 

Budget 2014 .  
14  See the report of the Greenland Fisheries Commission (2009).  
15  See Fiskeriets økonomiske fodaftryk i Grønland  [Economic  footprints of fishing in Greenland ].  
16  Fishermen typically pay a duty to Kalaaliaraq to have  their goods sold. Here buyers are typically locals, and no taxes are paid on 

income from sales at the Kalaaliaraq, except in Nuuk, where sold goods are taxed.  
17  In the data of Statistics Greenland, the value chain of fishing is distributed across several sectors, including fisheries, industry and 

wholesale. Accordingly, officially available data do not make it possible to isolate fisheries as a sector. Statistics Greenl and is currently 

working on a project aimed at strengthening data collection regarding f isheries . 
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In terms of exports, fisheries is the main sector in Greenland, and the exports of DKK 2.4 billion 

in 2011 make up 57% of total Greenlandic exports of DKK 4.2 billion. Looking e xclusively at the 

export of goods, it is about 90% of exports that come from fishing. Accordingly, fisheries is by far 

the most important export sector in Greenlandôs economy. 

 

Total employment has been calculated at the equivalent of about 3,500 year - roun d full - time 

positions, which amounts to about 12% of the total labour force . 18 There has been a massive 

decline in the number of employees in fishing. According to the Greenland Fisheries Commissionôs 

report from 2009, the total number of fishing job s was e stimated to be 5,500 in 2004. This 

implies an annual fall in employment of some 6%. The trend is to some extent  expected to 

continue  due to greater overall productivity per unit through new technology and general 

consolidation in the sector, which will ent ail economies of scale and fewer  operators.  

  

Despite the pronounced drop in number o f jobs, the fishing factories  often struggle to find stable 

and competent labour in the high season. Fishing is partly seasonal, being most intensive in the 

summer.  

 

The t wo large companies, Royal Greenland and  Polar Seafood , operate primarily offshore with 

seagoing vessels, while most local fishermen work mainly near the coastline. In 2011 the two 

large companies accounted for 77% of the total fishing production. Royal Gre enland represented 

46% and Polar Seafood 31%.  

 

The value chain of fisheries can be divided into four parts, as shown in the figure below .  

 

Figur e 13 : V alue chain of fisheries and role of selected actors  

 

Source : Greenland Fisherie s Commission  (2009), Fiskeriets økonomiske fodaftryk i Grønland  [Economic footprints of fishing 

in Greenland] .   

 

4.1.1.1  Fisheries  

The fishing fleet in Greenland was, towards the end of 2011, made up of about  525 vessels . To 

this should be added between 1,500 and  2,000 small boats, of which some are used for fishing 

and hunting, while others belong to  larger  fishing vessels using trap nets . 19 

 

Fishing in Greenland is divided into near -shore (or inshore) and offshore (or seagoing).  

 

Near -shore fishing (in  sheltered waters )  

Near -shore  fishing is characterised by being labour - intensive and by relatively low productivity, 

where there is little to gain from economies of scale. Near -shore fishing is primarily carried out 

                                                
18  Fiskeriets økonomiske fodaftryk i Grønland [Economic footprints of fishing in Greenland], by the Greenland Fisheries Commission.  
19  Effektberegninger af fiskerireformer  [ Calculating the effects of fishing reforms ] . 
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by small and medium -sized vessels, often up to 80 G RT dedicated to local and regional inshore 

fishing . 20  

 

Offshore  fishing  ( in open waters )  

Offshore fishing is, as opposed to near -shore fishing, characterised by being capital intensive and 

at the same time highly productive, taking great advantage of econo mies of scale. In 2010, th ere 

were 30 owners with 53 ships . The ships  are primarily trawlers over 80 G RT, and often 

concentrate on shrimp ing , for which they are able to process their catch onboard. By law, 

trawlers must land at least 25% of their catch for  further processing on land . 21  

 

4.1.1.2  Processing  

Royal Greenland and  Polar Seafo od are together owners or co -owners of the lionôs share of fish 

processing plants in Greenland. Processing may take place either on the ship or in factories  on 

land . 

 

When processing  takes place on ships, so -called trawlers are used, which function as floating 

factories. Trawlers are equipped  both  for fishing and processing. For instance, shrimp can be 

boiled and frozen on board, fish can be filleted and frozen, or the fish can be cleaned for further 

processing on land . 22 

 

Processing on land takes place in one of the 31 processing factories in Greenland. All these plants 

are situated along Greenlandôs west coast and receive their fish directly from the countryôs 

fishermen, though Greenl andic fish is also delivered to a number of factories outside of 

Greenland, including Denmark, England and Poland . 23 The factories fulfil various functions and 

offer the same processing  services  as on the ships, though they also have other processing 

equipm ent, such as large smoking chambers. Some factories are exclusively dedicated to shrimp 

production, while others work with a variety of fish species.  

 

4.1.1.3  Packaging and  distribution  

Packaging and  distribution often take place in the processing factories. As pr eviously mentioned, 

these are not just located in Greenland, but also in Denmark, England and Poland, among other 

countries. In the factories, the fish is packaged and  made ready for further distribution. However, 

fish can also be packaged onboard the traw lers.  

 

The distribution of packaged fish  from the factories is today mainly undertaken by the two large 

companies, Royal Greenland and  Polar Seafood,  whose large size enable them to handle and 

invest in advanced distribution channels . 24   

 

4.1.1.4  Sales 

Greenlandic  fish is typically sold through sales offices around the world. This function is not only  

undertaken by Royal Greenland and Polar Seafoods, but also by local firms in the foreign markets 

where Greenlandic fish is sold.  

 

Sustainable regulation of biotic res ources   

The fishing industry in Greenland is regulated by the fishing legislation, which is based on a 

general principle of sustainability and long - term safeguarding of biotic (living) resources. To 

ensure sustainable fisheries development, each year  the  Naalakkersuisut  (Government)  

determine s the ceiling for the Total Allowable Catch (TAC).  

 

The TAC is determined against the background of advice from ICES (International Council for 

Exploration of the Sea) , NAFO (Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization) and the Greenland 

                                                
20  www.NANOQ.gl ï about offshor e and near -shore fishing.  
21  www.NANOQ.gl ï about offshore and near -shore fishing.  
22  www.royalgreenland.gl  
23  Some of the factory facilities owned by Greenlandic businesses process fish that does not come from the North Atlantic .  
24  See Fiskeriets økonomiske  fodaftryk i Grønland  [Economic  footprints of fishing in Greenland ] . 
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Institute of Natural Resources . 25 For all  relevant fish species, it is determined how many tonnes 

can be caught, and in which areas fishing may take place.  

 

GFLK ( Greenland  Fisheries License Control Authority ) ensures that fishing quotas are observed. 

In 2013 West  Greenlandôs shrimp fishing was, as the first subsector in Greenland, awarded MSC 

certification, which serves as an international guarantee that current conditions of production are 

sustainable . 26 

 

In view of the quotas, licences a re issued to fishing stakeholders. As regards offshore fishing,  a 

license is required for shrimp, Greenlandic halibut, crab, cod,  redfish , Atlantic halibut, capelin and 

roundnose grenadier. As for near -shore fishing, a license is obligatory for shrimp, Gre enlandic 

halibut, crab, cod, salmon, lumpfish (lumpsucker) and scallops .27 The total amount of fish taken 

by Greenlandic vessels, measured in thousands of tonnes, h as risen from 196 in 2005 to  248 in 

2011, equivalent to a total increase of about 26% . 28  

Figu r e 14 : Total catch in the fisheries sector ( Gr ee nland ic vessels ) , t housands of tonnes   

 

Source: Statistics Greenland .  

 

Fishing in Greenland  today concentrates mainly on shrimp, Greenlandic halibut and cod. The 

shrimp catch has bee n relatively stable in recent years, reaching 115 thousand tonnes in 2011, 

equivalent to nearly half the total volume of fishing. In 2011, 35 thousand tonnes of Greenlandic 

halibut was caught, which is at the level of recent years and about 14% of the tota l sea catch in 

that year. The catch of cod, howeve r, has risen from 11 thousand  tonnes in 2005 to 20 thousand 

tonnes in 2011, which is almost a doubling and equivalent to 8% of the total volume of catch 

throughout the period. Put together, these three spec ies account for almost 70% of the total 

catch in 2011. The large increase in 2011 stems primarily from a very high catch of capelin, 

which grew from 90 tonnes to 48 thousand tonnes.  

  

  

                                                
25  Before the  Naalakkersuisut can determine the final TAC, the Fisheries Council ( Fiskerirådet ) must be consulted. The Fisheries Council 

is composed of representatives of the Employersô Association of Greenland ( GA) , the Organisation of Fishermen and Hunters in 

Greenland ( KNAPK) and some appointed organisations (SIK, NUSUKA, KANUKOKA, Ministry of Fishing, Hunting and Agriculture, the 

Gree nland  Institute of Natural Resources , Greenland  Fishe ries License Control Authority  (GFLK) , Ministry of Industry and Mineral 

Resources, and Ministry of Finance and Domestic Affairs ).  
26  MSC = Marine Stewardship Council. It is an environmental fishing certification scheme and the best guarantee of sustainabil ity at 

sea. WWF helped set up the scheme in 1997 , and it is based on the sustainability of stocks , fishing to preserve marine ecosystems, 

and complying with local, national and international law . Se e WWF Februar y 2013 ï ñBÞredygtige rejer er stor sejrò [ Sustainable 

shrimp is a major victory ] .  
27  Effektberegninger af fiskerireformer  [ Calculating the effects of fishing reforms ] . 
28  Foreign quotas and catches are not dealt with in this report .  
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Figur e 15 : Segmente d distribution of catch of fish and shellfish  ( only Greenlandic vessels) , 
t ho u sands of ton nes   

 

Source: Statistics Greenland .  

 

Licens es and quotas  

 

There are three types of licences :  

 

1)  Temporary licenses with a maximum allowable catch.  

2)  Temporary licenses without a maximum allowabl e catch  

3)  Permanent licenses with a maximum allowable catch, which are used for shrimp ing .  

 

License s are issued to shipping firms  or individuals  who each year receive a certain share of their 

respective fleet segmentôs annual quota. When the annual TAC is fixe d, the Naalakkersuisut 

announces  to shipping firms and individuals what quota their respective licenses correspond to. 

These quotas are tradable, and m ay  thus be bought and sold between  firms and individuals. 

However, there is still a ceiling on the sha re of quotas that a single shipping firm or individual is 

allowed to own.  

 

In offshore shrimp ing , a firm or individual is not allowed to own more than 1/3 of the total quota 

for shrimp, while the maximum quota share for near -shore shrimp ing  was raised from  10 to 15% 

in 2011.  

 

Trend in quotas  

 

The trend in Total Allowable Catch (TAC) has been stable in the period from 2005 to 2012. In 

2005, TAC was 253 thousand tonnes, while in 2012 it was 258 thousand tonnes. There is, 

however, considerable variation from o ne year to another with a difference of almost 100 

thousand tonnes between the lowest level in 2006  of 197 thousand tonnes  and the highest in 

2011 of 294 thousand tonnes.  
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Figur e 16 : TAC ( Total  Allowable Catch ) by Greenlandic vess els, thousands of tonnes  

 

Source: Statistics Greenland . 

 

Utilisation of quotas  

I n 2011 the TAC was  29 4 t housand tonnes, while the actual catch was 248 thousand tonnes. 

Although the quota is close to being fully utilised, it is still possible to raise the catch by another 

15%. In principle, there is thus scope for better utilisation of existing quotas . However, this 

assumes that the  stocks underlying the quota determination really do exist in the waters and can 

be fished sustainably. For instance, the quota  for shrimp was lowered in 2012 and 2013, which 

indicates that the optimal shrimp catch  in 2011 was probably below the quota level . 29 

 

There is potential for better quota utilisation in the fishing of Greenlandic halibut  and  redfish. Cod 

fishing in 2011 exc eeded the allowed quota, but the quota for 2012 has been set at 20 thousand 

tonnes, which indicates that the quota level for 2011 was too low in view of the underlying 

stocks.  

 

Figur e 17 : TAC and actual catch per species , thousands of tonnes  

 

Source: Statistics Greenland . 

 

 

4.1.2  Environmental im plication  of fish eries  

Fishing in Greenland raises a series of environmental issues, including CO 2 emissions and 

wastewater. In general, the fisher ies sector is relatively energy - intensive, as par ticularly the 

                                                
29  Grønlands økonomi 2013  [Greenlandôs economy 2013].  
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operation of vessels and processing plants consumes vast quantities of energy. Furthermore,  it is 

not  uncommon for  wastewater from processing and production to be  directly discharged without 

treatment.  

 

Stakeholders in the fisheries sector should strengthen their focus on  establishing sustainable and 

environmentally - friendly production, which calls for constant attention to the following areas, 

among others:  

 

 Redu ction of water consumption and wastewater management  

 Redu ction of energ y consumpt ion (oil , gas, district heating , hydropower )  

 Management of organic waste (conversion into animal feed )  

 Redu ction o f paper, cardboard and plastic waste  

 Redu ction of chemical waste products  

  

The section below sets out the environmental implications as regar ds CO 2 emissions and 

wastewater.  

 

4.1.2.1  CO2 emissions  

Statistics Greenland has calculated the total volume of CO 2 emitted by the fisheries sector as 

132 ,970 ton nes i n 2012. This is a 19% increase from 108 ,094 ton nes i n 2005. I n 2012 , the 

fisheries sector account ed for 72% of total energy consumption in productive sectors .30  

In order to develop a sustainable fisheries sector, it is important to pursue the long - term 

perspective of reducing CO 2 emissions and pollution generally. A significant factor in this regard 

will be technological improvements that reduce energy consumption and enhance energy 

efficiency. Among the major measures to this effect are:  

 

 Optim isation of trawl s and otter boards that reduce oil consumption and increase the 

catch. Studies of trawling sh ow that it is possible: 31  

ü To save over 40% of energy consumption for the same volume of catch . 

ü To catch 20% more fish per trawling hour.   

 

 Among the initiatives to bring about this optimisation are :  

ü In troduction of pelagic otter trawls that do not touch th e seabed. Research has shown 

that this tool can reduce fuel consumption by 15%, which amounts to halving the 

otter trawlôs contribution to combined fuel consumption.  

ü Introduction of slower trawling. For example, 10% slower trawling can result in 30% 

lower  fuel consumption.  

ü Using pelagic  rather than bottom  trawling, thus reducing energy consumption through 

less friction and at the same time lessening the direct harm caused to the seabed.  

 

This type of initiative s to reduce energy consumption calls for stra tegic and long - term 

investments in new technologies on the vessels. The two large sector players , Royal Greenland 

and  Polar Seafood, ha ve to a certain extent adopted some of the aforementioned methods in 

order to achieve environmental improvements, and the se initiatives should continue to be 

intensified in order to reduce CO 2 emissions and optimise energy consumption going forward.  

 

4.1.2.2  Wastewater  

Wastewater is one of the key areas in relation to processing of natural resources. In an 

examination of shrimp ing , total water consumption in a Greenlandic shrimp plant is measured as 

40 -70 m 3 per tonne of raw material, while factories involved in processing of fresh ungraded 

                                                
30  The calculatio n includes fishing vessels, but not production plants .  
31  Se GEMBA Seafood Consulting: ñDemonstrationsfartøj i Østersøfiskeriet med fokus på bedst kendte teknologier inden for 

energieffektivitet i fangstredskaber under hensyn til selektivitet og dokumentati onò [ Demonstration vessel in Baltic Sea fisheries 

focusing on best - known technologies for energy efficiency of catching tools considering selectivity and documentation ] ,  Dec. 2011 . This 

study has been carried out for the Fishing Association of Bornholm and  Christiansø as a survey of the effect of modern technology in 

trawling .  
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shrimp consume markedly more water than those involved in processing grade d frozen shrimp, 

sin ce it takes vast volumes of water to grade the shrimps.  

 

Comparing Greenlandôs 40 -70 m 3 of water per tonne of raw material to the international level of 

water consumption in factories using b est available technology , the Greenlandic consumption is 

signific antly higher, since the international level is 20 -30 m 3 per tonne of raw material .32 

 

In general, it is estimated that 40 -70 % of the nat ural resource, depending on fish species, tu rns 

into waste in factories through  production or processing. Organic waste d ischarged from fish 

factories is typically head s, fins /tails, shells, skin, carcasses and scrap s. The running water used 

while processing the fish is called process water and is typically discharged as wastewater .33 

 

In order to reduce wastewate r, productio n plants should use  the best available technology aimed 

at reducing emissions and resource consumption, including water consumption and wastewater 

discharges. Sustainable development should be underpinned by focused initiatives aimed at 

reducing the total volume of wastewater, but also to a high degree at recycling the organic waste 

for relevant products.  

 

4.1.3  The Governmentôs fisheries policy  

In recent years, reform efforts have been underway to modernise the fisheries sector. The work 

relies largely on a ser ies of recommendations formulated in the Greenland Fisheries 

Commissionôs report from 2009. Suggestions under the auspices of the Commission are based on 

the fundamental demand for sector development that is sustainable both as regards natural 

resource s and in economic terms of achieving high productivity. In addition, the development 

should, to the extent possible, progress on commercial terms.  

 

The recommendations of the Fisheries Commission generally points towards a series of structural 

changes aimed at  streamlining a sector characterised by overcapacity, low productivity, many 

persons employed in fishing and hunting, and a strong need to modernise the fishing fleet, which 

is today composed of older and relatively small vessels.  

 

The Governmentôs plan towards 2025 sets out the goal of these reforms: ñThe goal is to raise 

incomes for those involved in the sector and to ensure that the sector can contribute a fair share 

of its  income in terms of a resource duty on all significant species in  the  fisheries .ò34  Accordingly, 

the Commissionôs work entails steps towards greater utilisation of economies of scale and hence 

rising productivity in the sector.  

 

The Greenland Fisheries Commissionôs proposal entails changing some of the  small -scale 

fishermen and  smaller fishing vessels into fewer, larger and more efficient production units. This 

also implies that, ceteris paribus, fewer people will be employed in the future fisheries sector.  

 

As a contribution towards modernisation, the Government will focus on a number o f areas where 

change is to be fleshed out in practice and integrated into fishing legislation in years to come. 

This refers, for instance, to reforms and improved framework conditions as regards:  

 

 Restriction of ownership  

 The obligation  to land 25% of the catch  

 Solution of the generational change issue  

                                                
32  Environmental Protection Agency (under the Danish Ministry of the Environment), Brancheblad for Rejefabrikker [Publication fo r 

shrimp factories] , Oversigt over emissioner, bedste ti lgængelige teknik (BAT) og nyttiggørelse af restprodukter [Overview of emissions, 

best available technology (BAT) and utilisation of waste products], September 2005  
33  Environmental Protection Agency (under the Danish Ministry of the Environment), Organisk industriaffald i Grønland -  Værktøjer til 

fremme af bedste tilgængelige teknik og nyttiggørelse af restprodukter [Organic industrial waste in Greenland ï tools to promote best 

available technique and utilisation of waste products], June 2006  
34  Government o f Greenland, Vores fremtid ï dit og mit ansvar ï på vej mod 2025 [Our future is your and my responsibility ï towards 

2025], 2012 -13 ,  p. 23.  
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 Introduction of resource duty on all important fish species  

 The distinction between near -shore and offshore fisheries  

 Provisions regarding quota rights 35 

 

The design of concrete initiatives springs from  a wish  for stable and long - term framework 

conditions that enable stakeholders in fisheries to carry out systematic investment in new 

technology as regards the fishing fleet and land -based installations. Furthermore, a special focus 

area is to make fishing licens es more strictly conditional on the use of local labour and local firms 

in order to maximise value for the society of Greenland. In this connection, Impact Benefit 

Agreements  (IBAs)  have been suggested as one of various relevant solution models. This is al so 

being developed within the mineral sector.  

 

It is crucial to address the fields outlined, as well as the need for reforms and structural 

adjustments as formulated by the Greenland Fisheries Commission, by carrying out concrete 

initiatives and amending f ishing legislation accordingly. Determined political action in this area 

and willingness to invest long - term in fisheries are conditions for boosting the sector to become 

competitive internationally and for growing in the years ahead .  

 

4.1.3.1  Expected impact of the initiatives  

I n most assessments of the potential of fisheries, there is a moderate belief that the required  

structural adjustments will be implemented to such a degree that the sector will be able to grow 

and form a larger share of Greenlandôs economy than is the case today.  The focus is first and 

foremost on all the challenges, which means ï in the best -case scenario ï that Greenlandôs 

fishing industry will maintain its current level in the coming years.  

 

A realistic assessment of the potential towards  2025, if these adjustments fail to be made, is an 

annual growth rate of 0-0.5% , which means that the turnover in 2025 will be at about DKK 3.7-

4.0 billion .  

 

If this is the scenario that plays out , fisheries will continue to be crucial in Greenland, but i t will 

not be able to act as a sector capable of addressing the challenge s ahead in terms of a systemic  

budget deficit and the need to move towards economic independence . 

 

Figur e 18 : Proje cted turno ver in the fisheries sector, billi ons of DKK   

 

 

Source : Fiskeriets økonomiske fodaftryk i Grønland  [ Economic footprints of fisheries in Greenland ] , Statistics Greenland, own 

calculations . 

 

                                                
35  See Government of Greenland, Vores fremtid ï dit og mit ansvar ï på vej mod 2025 [Our future is your and my respon sibility ï 

towards 2025], 2012 -13 . 






















































































