
    
Herring 

 
Clupea harengus  
Family Clupeidae 

Max size: 40 cm  
Max age: 10 years 

     

Introduction  
Taxonomy: Atlantic herring Clupea harengus Linneus, 1758 (Order: Clupeiformes, Family: Clupeidae) is one 
of five clupeids occurring in the North Sea [1,2]. Herring stocks comprise many races that may be 
reproductively isolated through specific spawning grounds and specific spawning seasons (e.g. autumn vs 
spring spawners), but the taxonomic status of the various sub-populations has remained unclear.  

common names 
Danish Sild Icelandic Síld 
Dutch Haring Latvian Si e (Atl.) / Re e (Baltic) 
English Herring Norwegian Sild 
Estonian Heeringas (Atl.) / Räim (Balt.) Polish Sledz 
Faeroese Sild Portuguese Arenque 
Finnish Silli (Atl.) / Silakka (Balt.) Russian  (Atl.) /  (Baltic) 
French Hareng Spanish Arenque 
German Hering Swedish Sill (Atl.) / Strömming (Baltic) 

 

General: Herring is numerically one of the most important pelagic species in several North Atlantic 
ecosystems and intensive exploitation goes back several centuries. Stocks have fluctuated enormously in the 
past - as have many stocks of pelagic teleosts  in response to both natural variations in the environment and 
human exploitation. Herring lay their eggs in dense beds on the sea bed and need specific gravely substrates 
to spawn. In the Baltic herring also spawn on vegetation. This makes herring particularly susceptible to 
anthropogenic activities affecting the sea bed such as offshore oil and gas industries, gravel extraction and 
eutrophication causing oxygen depletion. Herring scientists are also special because herring is the only 
species that must be  measured in half cm!   
Minimum Landing Size: 20 cm in the North Sea; 18 cm in the Skagerrak.  

Herring and sound  

Herring are physostomous, i.e. they have an open swimbladder where a duct connects the swimbladder to the 
oesophagus. Additionally, clupeid fish have connections between the swimbladder and the inner ear, whereby 
the diverticula of the swimbladder extend into the skull. Here they form otic bullae and press against the 
labyrinth wall, helping propagate vibrations from the swimbladder to the ear. Hence, herring is regarded as a 
species that will be sensitive to anthropogenic noise disturbance [3]. 
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Distribution 
Biogeographical distribution: Atlantic herring is widely distributed in the Northwest and Northeast Atlantic. 
Within the Northeast Atlantic, they are distributed from the northern Bay of Biscay to Greenland, and east 
into the Barents Sea. In the Northwest Atlantic they are distributed from South Carolina to Labrador [1,2]. 

Adult fish are pelagic and are found mostly in continental shelf seas to depths of 200 m deep [1]. However, 
the Atlanto-Scandian herring disperses widely over the abyssal plains during its feeding migrations between 
Norway, Iceland and Greenland.  Especially for the autumn spawners, the larval stage may be extended and 
passive drift may bring them to nursery areas that are far away from the spawning grounds. Juveniles tend to 
occur in shallower water, quite separate from the adults, and they move into deeper waters after two years. 
Herring form large shoals, with diurnal vertical migration patterns through the water column. During the day, 
herring shoals tend to remain close to the sea bottom or in deep water to a depth of 200 m, and they move 
towards the surface at dusk and disperse over a wider area during the night. These diurnal vertical movements 
may be related to the availability of prey items, or to the stage in their maturation cycle [4].  

Spatial distribution in North Sea: Within the North Sea, herring may be found everywhere, but 1-group 
herring are virtually restricted to within the 100m depth contour and are most abundant in the southeastern 
part, in the Kattegat and in a band along the British coast. The 2-group is much more dispersed over the 
northern North Sea. The mature 3+ herring has largely withdrawn from the eastern half of the North Sea and 
is found in a westerly band running from the Southern Bight to the northern North Sea. Only the Kattegat 
remains an area of high concentration for all age groups (Fig. 1).     


