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Session 3. How can fisheries observers improve the quality, diversity and use 
of fisheries dependent information? 

 
Leader John Kelly 
 
The “quality” of scientific data has several dimensions including its relevance, accuracy, 
credibility, timeliness, accessibility, interpretability and coherence. And as fisheries 
observers attempt to gather their data in accordance with these principles, they must work 
in situations that vary greatly with regard: the type and quantity of data being collected, the 
methods used to collect it, legal requirements, safety considerations, confidentiality issues, 
different vessels, deck spaces and working environments, the behaviours of captains and 
crews, language barriers, data capture and transmission protocols, etc. etc. This session 
explored the range of knowledge, personality and skills that observers must have in order to 
accomplish their tasks to the highest quality possible under such a myriad of conditions. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Oral Presentations - Extended Abstracts 

 

Scientific Data Collection in a Fishery Dependent World: Have Your Hake and Eat it Too 

Vanessa J. Tuttle 

NOAA Fisheries 

Everybody knows that if you don’t collect a piece of data while you have a fish in hand, the 
chance will pass, never to be had again.  Observers provide fisheries managers with the 
necessary data to manage fisheries, including who, what, where, when, how, and how 
much. But there is also great opportunity for observers to contribute to science. The At-Sea 
Hake Observer Program (A-SHOP) and the West Coast Groundfish Observer Program 
(WCGOP), which operate off the U.S. West Coast, are testing the limits, collecting as much 
data as possible, from as many different aspects of fishing as possible.  

The at-sea hake fishery targets Pacific hake (Merluccius productus) and is characterized by 
large catcher processors, which both catch and process at sea; and motherships, which 
receive un-sorted catch delivered at-sea from smaller catcher vessels.  The fishery uses 
large, pelagic nets to fish for hake off the Washington and Oregon coasts, seasonally from 
May-November. The fishery is a large volume fishery, and by total weight, has low bycatch 
levels. Two NMFS observers are deployed on each vessel, for every fishing day.  

Recent additions to data collection protocols include expanded genetic sampling at the 
species level. Currently we’re collecting tissue samples for genetic analysis fromm Chinook 
salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha), Rougheye and Blackspotted rockfish (Sebastes 
aleutianus and S. melantostictus), Darkblotched rockfish (S. crameri), Canary rockfish (S. 
pinniger) and Pacific hake. These are being used for stock structure studies and cryptic 
species identification.  
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Observers are currently collecting water samples from the fish holds for environmental DNA 
sampling. This project is considered “proof of principle” for future work on detection and 
species identification in water samples from the wash down of decks or tanks, with the idea 
of using these techniques to combat Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (or IUU) fishing. 
The hake fishery has no issues with IUU, but the fishery presents ideal conditions for this 
experiment because the observers have easy access to the fish tanks and the observer’s 
species composition samples will serve to validate the results from the DNA sequencing. 

Cephalopod specimen collections for the National Marine Mammal Lab have been on-going 
for several years. These are used for marine mammal diet studies, including squid beak 
collections for scat studies and squid life history studies. The program also passes along fish 
specimens to add to the fish bone collection which are used in the marine mammal scat 
studies.  

The A-SHOP also collaborates with the University of Washington to collect and donate fish 
for research, and rare and unusual fish specimens for preservation and storage.  

Current protocols included collecting ovaries for a maturity study of P. hake, but were 
recently expanded to include ovary collections from Jack mackerel (Trachurus symmetricus) 
for a fecundity study, and age structure collections for J. mackerel and Pacific mackerel 
(Scomber japonicus). This is in collaboration with the Southwest Fisheries Science Center 
and the data will be used for life history studies and in the stock assessments for these two 
data-poor species.    

Blackfooted albatross bycatch numbers indicated there may be more interactions with trawl 
cables than was previously thought. This year, the program embarked on research which is 
studying how seabirds interact with the trawl warps and other cables, which break the 
surface of the water while the nets are being towed. The observers are on the front-line, 
collecting these observations each day and recording data about the vessel setup, the 
discharge plume and the wind and weather conditions at the time.  

This is all in addition to the typical species composition samples, routine biological sampling, 
and enhanced data collection on protected species, which make up the core data collections 
for the A-SHOP. Harnessing the opportunity that is presented from having a human at sea to 
collect data is our goal, all the while remaining cognizant to not overburden the observers in 
the process. Time management training, use of priority lists, and occasionally even just 
saying no to requests for data collections are several of the tactics we use to ensure a 
successful and happy observer cadre.   

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Using observer data to quantify the effectiveness of eulachon smelt bycatch reduction 
devices in the U.S. West Coast pink shrimp fishery. 

Bo Whiteside, Jason Jannot, and Ryan Shama 

Northwest Fisheries Science Center ▪ West Coast Groundfish Observer Program 
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In 2015, the U.S. West Coast pink shrimp (Pandalus jordani) fishery landed a record breaking 
46,667 metric tons of shrimp, generating over $110 million in revenue for the U.S. states of 
Washington, Oregon, and California (PacFIN 2016). However, with all fisheries comes the 
potential for bycatch, and one particular bycatch species of concern in the pink shrimp 
fishery is the southern Distinct Population Segment (DPS) of eulachon smelt (Thaleichthys 
pacificus), which was listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) in 2010.  

In addition to record breaking pink shrimp landings in 2015, a large number of vessels in the 
pink shrimp fleet also adopted the use of a new bycatch reduction device (BRD), aimed at 
reducing the amount of eulachon smelt bycatch. Developed by the Oregon Department of 
Fish and Wildlife (ODFW), in conjunction with the Pacific States Marine Fisheries 
Commission (PSMFC), this BRD consists of a series of light-emitting diodes (LED) secured 
along the main fishing line, above the ground line (see Figure 1). These lights are believed to 
illuminate escape routes for smelt (Hannah & Jones 2015).  

Results from the testing of this BRD, conducted by ODFW, suggest that their use 
substantially reduces the overall weight of eulachon (90.4%), juvenile rockfish (78%), and 
juvenile flatfish (68.8%) bycatch, with only a .7% loss in shrimp. (Hannah and Jones 2014). 
These tests were controlled scientific experiments and the news of their initial findings 
spread quickly throughout the fleet. As a consequence, most vessels participating in the pink 
shrimp fishery implemented the use of light BRDs in 2015. At the same time, the West Coast 
Groundfish Observer Program (WCGOP) began collecting data on the use of light BRDs in 
the pink shrimp fleet. In 2015, approximately 200 trips were observed with this BRD in 
place.   

Analysis of 2014/2015 WCGOP pink shrimp data, also suggests a reduction in eulachon 
bycatch, as a result of light BRD use. Figure 2 shows the results from a generalized linear 
model used to test the effectiveness of light BRDs on eulachon catch per haul.  The presence 
of a LED BRD appears to reduce the observed number of eulachon per haul by about 23% 
(left) which agrees well with the model prediction of a 34% reduction. Given the complexity 
of shrimp trawling behavior, these data suggest that LED BRD can reduce eulachon bycatch 
in realistic fishing scenarios. 

Understanding how light BRDs reduce bycatch in this fishery will provide managers with 
insight into how best to incorporate their use into management measures. It will also act as 
an example for other programs in the U.S. and around the globe. The WCGOP will continue 
to collect this valuable information, while also attempting to characterize the many other 
types of BRDs, currently being used in West Coast Groundfish fisheries, such as escapement 
windows, sorting grids/grates, and modified codend meshes, to name a few. While BRD 
research continues to gain steam, observer programs should take advantage of the fact that 
they are in an ideal position to collect valuable, fishery-dependent data on their use.  

Special thanks to Mark Lomelli (PSMFC), Waldo Wakefield (NMFS), Bob Hannah and Steve 
Jones (ODFW) for lending their expertise and assisting with development of the WCGOP BRD 
data collection protocol. 
 

Literature cited: 
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Figure 1: LED BRD and placement. Photos courtesy of ODFW and PSMFC. 
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Figure 2: Eulachon smelt bycatch, as observed on pink shrimp vessels with and without the 
use of light BRDs. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

CREW-BASED OBSERVER PROGRAM OF WWF-PAKISTAN: A POSSIBLY DEPENDABLE 
SYSTEM OF OBSERVERS ON SMALL SCALE FISHERIES OF INDIAN OCEAN COUNTRIES 

Muhammad Moazzam1 and Rab Nawaz1 

WWF-Pakistan, Karachi, Pakistan 

There are about 700 gillnetters that operate in Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of Pakistan 
and in the Area Beyond National Jurisdiction (ABNJ).  Pakistan is a member contracting party 
of the tuna Regional Fisheries Management Organization (tRFMO) i.e. Indian Ocean Tuna 
Commission (IOTC). According to IOTC Resolution 11/04 on “A Regional Observer Scheme 
”all CPC are required to improve the collection of scientific data, at least 5 % of the number 
of operations/sets for each gear type by the fleet of each CPC while fishing in the IOTC area 
of competence of 24 meters overall length and over, and under 24 meters if they fish 
outside their Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) shall be covered by this observer scheme. For 
vessels under 24 meters if they fish outside their EEZ, the above mentioned coverage should 
be achieved progressively by January 2013.  For the compliance on this resolutions, 
observers were deputed on fishing vessels to collects information on board fishing vessels 
which can be used for quantifying species composition of target species, bycatch, by-
products and dead discards, collecting tag returns, etc. 

For the artisanal vessels, their landings are required to be monitored at the landing place by 
field samplers who are also required collects similar information on land during the 
unloading of fishing vessels so as to quantifying catch, retained bycatch, collecting tag 
returns, etc. The IOTC Resolution requires level of the coverage of the artisanal fishing 
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vessels be progressively increased towards 5% of the total levels of vessel activity (i.e. total 
number of vessel trips or total number of vessels active). 

Pakistan is no compliant to the IOTC Resolution 11/04, as no observer was placed on tuna 
gillnetters or no filed sampling is being done in case of artisanal vessels.  Under the  Deep 
Sea Fishing Policy, 2009, there is a provision that executing agency i.e. Marine Fisheries 
Department will post scientist/observers/officers on selected vessels as and when required 
for collection of fisheries data.  Fishing in the Exclusive Economic Zone of Pakistan was 
started in 1982. Since inceptions observers used to be posted on all the vesels operating in 
EEZ of Pakistan. Operation of fish trawling was started and continued till 2005 whereas tuna 
longliners (mainly from Taiwan) were operated from 1991 and intermittently it continued 
till 2009. On all these vessels including trawler and longliners, observers were posted, 
however, no quality could be collected through this observer program, mainly because 
observers were not trained, willing to work and almost no scientific fisheries data  could be 
generated. No observers were ever placed on tuna gillnetters although most of these were 
either above 24 m or even if less than 24 m, they periodically operates in water beyond EEZ.  

Considering this to be one of the non-compliance to IOTC Resolutions, WWF-Pakistan 
planned to facilitate Government of Pakistan in starting a credible Observer Program in July 
2012. In the initial phase, a number of observers mainly educated children of fishermen and 
other youth from coastal communities were selected and trained to be as Observers.  This 
effort failed because these trainees refused to work on fishing boats because of the living 
conditions on the fishing boats. This experiment was repeated many a time and finally it was 
decided to look for other options. In the meanwhile, WWF-Pakistan has obtained a funding 
from Indo-Pacific Cetacean Research and Conservation Foundation (Government of 
Australia) for assessing the extent of mortality of cetacean in tuna gillnet operations.  In an 
attempt to collect the realist data about cetacean entanglement, services of captain of a 
tuna gillnetter was acquired in October 2012. This turned out to a good solution, as this 
captain was willing to collect information about number of tuna caught each day, alongwith 
number of other bycatch species as well as number of cetaceans and other protected 
species caught  during the fishing operation. 

Considering this to be a success, this captain was trained to identify species of tuna and 
bycatch species as well as protected species. A template was developed to record the data 
and the captain  was provided with a camera to record the fishing operation, tuna catch as 
well as any entanglement of other bycatch and protected species. In the process captain  of 
another vessels was acquired who has also started collecting information about tuna fishing 
and bycatch. Under the Project Indo-Pacific Cetacean Research and Conservation 
Foundation, there was provision for only two observers, however, considering the success 
of deployment of Captain as observers, WWF-Pakistan, WWF-Pakistan  funded deployment 
of two additional observers through its own resources. One of the two observers, was a 
crew member (not captain), however, the quality of data and information was not 
compromised.  

Deployment of the four  observers on tuna gillnet helped in generation of information about 
the catch of tuna species in each haul, their average weight, number and estimated weight 
of commercially important fish species, area of fishing (recorded using GPS), soak time, 
discards and number of entanglement  of cetaceans, turtles, mobulids, whale sharks and 
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sunfish etc. The fishermen were also trained to record total length of three specimens of 
each species.  The data collection protocol used by the crew and captain was in line with the 
requirements of the IOTC Resolution 11/04, despite a different template being used by the 
fishermen. 

Information gathered by fishermen especially photographic record as well as through a 
debriefing after each trip revealed that a number of bycatch species especially turtles, 
mobulids and whale sharks do not die in the entanglement and fishermen cast them 
overboard. In the process of dumping back in the sea, no care or welfare of the animals was 
taken into consideration. Consideration this to be a good opportunity, these four observers 
are trained to carefully release these animals. Since then these observers so far safely 
release about 15 mobulids, 28 whale sharks, 5 sunfishes and thousand of turtles (mainly 
olive ridley and green turtles).  Almost all dolphins and whale were observed to die 
immediately once get entangled in the gillnet because of drowning. However, still two 
dolphins and one Longman’s beaked whale (Indopacetus pacificus) which were entangled 
but alive, were successfully released. 

The observer program enable to generate information about temporal and spatial catches 
of 8 tuna species along the coast of Pakistan, in the EEZ and in the high sea. Data for 
commercially important species including sharks, billfishes, dolphinfish, narrow-barred 
Spanish mackerel, barracuda, trevallies,  cobia and other finfish species is also recorded on 
regular basis. It also provided information about distribution and abundance of important 
protected and threatened species. Using the information collected through observer 
program an estimate of catches of large pelagic species are collected. Considering crew-
based observer program to be a success, WWF-Pakistan has increased the number of 
observers to 32 since January 2015. 

These observers were able to provide credible data of catches, bycatches and other fisheries 
related information which has helped in resolving some of unanswered questions. In 
addition to catch per boats, information about seasonality and bycatch species and 
mortality of some of the threatened species such as turtles and cetaceans.  

The information about entanglement and mortality of PET species, commercial catch and 
bycatch composition was not available for the any gillnet fisheries of the Indian Ocean. 
Through crew-based observer program of WWF-Pakistan, these much needed information is 
now regularly been collected and documented. Considering the success of this observer 
program, a number of countries in the region are considering to initiate similar program for 
their gillnet fisheries. 

In none of the Indian Ocean  countries, observer program on small scale fishing vessels is 
being implemented mainly because of lack of facilities on board fishing vessels as well as 
working environment of these vessels is suitable for the observers. Crew based observer 
program may be a suitable solution to tackle the issue. WWF-Pakistan has planned  to install 
electronic monitoring on the vessels on which observers (crews) to ensure that the data is 
accurately recorded. WWF-Pakistan now has a database of  catches of  tuna and tuna like 
species as well as commercially important species (dolphinfish, cobia, barracuda, rainbow 
runners), cetaceans (whales and  dolphins), marine turtles, sunfishes, sharks and mobulids. 
A similar database can be established in the regional countries.   
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IMPROVEMENT OF THE EL NIÑO EVENTS MONITORING ON BOARD SCIENTIFIC VESSELS 
ALONG THE PERUVIAN COAST 

Ochoa, M., Peña, C., Bouchon, M., Rivadeneyra, S., Roman, G., Dominguez, N. and 
Limache, J.  

Instituto del Mar del Perú, Perú 

The Peruvian sea is located in the Pacific Ocean east of South America, in the most 
important area of upwelling in the world, with productivity levels unsurpassed by any other 
marine ecosystem with high environmental variability in different time scales and that is the 
basis of a huge food chain, which favors the development of large volumes of fishery 
resources such as Peruvian anchoveta (Engraulis ringens) 1 2. This is the reason why this 
monthly monitoring is performed in order to assess environmental conditions and the 
impact of possible El Niño and La Niña events. 

Since 2014, IMARPE has the Presupuesto Por Resultados (PPR) called "Reducing vulnerability 
and attention Emergency Disaster" which brings scientific information from the monitoring 
of these events, for effective management, prevention and mitigation of the impacts3 

Part of this program is the monthly monitoring and bio-oceanographic operations off Paita 
(05 °) and Chicama (8 °) which are performed up to 100 nauticals miles to analyze the 
physical, chemical and biological abnormal conditions, such as indicator species in different 
magnitudes3. Biological monitoring has been implemented as a new methodology for bird 
watching as indicators of abnormal events, distribution and predator-prey relationship with 
pelagic species among other. 

The sighting of seabirds developed during navigation includes perpendicular lines to the 
coast and 7 oceanographic sampling stations off Paita (05 °) and Chicama (08 °). The 
observer, collects information and classifies it according to the following table:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Collection of information during navigation 

Descriptions About the set
Guanobirds
Migratorybirds
Binoculars
Contometro
Notebook
Searching 
Eating
Socializing
Resting
Flying
Geographical position
Distance between group of birds and the vessel
Surface temperature
Salinity surface
Date and hours of sighting os seabirds

Sea birds classification

Materials

Activity of presence  

sea bird

During navigation
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Generalized additive models allowed to observe the relationship between the 
environmental variables (explanatory) and the behavior of birds (response variable).  Guano 
birds Peruvian Booby Sula variagata,  Guanay Cormorant Phalacrocorax bouganvilli and 
Peruvian Pelican Pelecanus thagus, adapted to warm conditions with surface sea 
temperatures up to  21 degrees and higher salinities 35.1 (UPS), would explain any changes 
in feeding and foraging strategies, seeking their prey in areas near the coast directly related 
to the anchovy distribution 4. On the other hand the presence of Superficial Subtropical 
Waters and income Equatorian Superficial Water in the northern region during  El Niño 
event ( 2015-2016), allowed the oncoming of certain species most commonly associated 
with warm conditions such as: Magnificent frigatebird (Fregata magnificens)  among others 
(Fig. 1 y 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Behavior associated guano birds to environmental conditions 

Finally, the results allowed to appreciate the sighting of seabirds, which can contribute to 
the ecosystem assessment and research complementing other programs of IMARPE. 
Remains implement other methodologies that help to improve the understanding of the 
behavior of the food chain in the marine ecosystem, during abnormal events by analyzing 
other biological indicators to assess impacts in the Peruvian sea. (Fig. 3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Distribution of environmental seabirds and distance to the Peruvian coast during 
the Niño event 2015-2016 

 

Guano  bird – Surface temperature 

Salinity

Temperature

(Phalacrocorax bougainvilli) Guanay Cormorant (Sula variagata) Peruvian Booby (Pelecanus thagus) Peruvian Pelican

October November Dicember January February

2015 2016

Peruvian Booby(Sula variagata)

Guanay Cormorant(Phalacrocorax bougainvilli)

Peruvian Pelican(Pelecanus thagus)

Magnificent Frigatebird(Fregata magnificens)

(Phoebartria irrorata)

Sooty Shearwater(Puffinus griseus)

Guano Birds

Migratory Birs
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___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Open Discussion Session 

 

Helen – WWF  

Questions for Michiel Dammers -  

x What number of observers and will here be reluctance for fishermen to take them  

o 20 observers -> 10 trips/yr 

o 8 trips/yr for Shrimp 

o 10 trips/yr for gillnet  

x 20 participating vessels, yes sometimes difficulty having captains say yes to taking 
observers.  

 

Tuna Regional Fisheries Management:  

Questions for Yuna Kim –  

x Require 5% coverage, trying to increase %, her too? Was not aware of other 
observer program at IOTC.  Are observers related to his program?  

o Yes, 5% coverage for her program too.  Working with Korea, Namibia, China, 
vessels operate South of 25⁰ 

 

Questions for Vanessa Tuttle –  

x Program started this Spring -> not getting a lot of the carcasses back on birds.  
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x Using standardized observation protocol? 

o No, developed in-house  

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Poster Presentations – Extended Abstracts 

 

Pacific Salmon Identification: Are we doing enough? 

Roy Morse 

NOAA Fisheries 

Pacific salmon support economically and culturally important fisheries across the North 
Pacific. Observers in Alaska may encounter any of the five species of Pacific salmon, which 
can be challenging to distinguish from each other when in their high seas color phase. The 
North Pacific Observer Program trains new observer trainees and returning observers in the 
identification of the salmon species, and requires observers to collect scale samples to aid in 
confirmation of field identifications. But is that enough to ensure acceptable levels of 
accuracy? One way to assess observer identification skills is to track performance on the 
identification exams that observers are required to pass before each deployment. 

 Scale collection occurs when salmon are encountered during sampling for all observed 
fisheries in Alaska.  Unique scale features reflect the life history of individual salmon species, 
assisting in easier species confirmation when observers return from deployment. During 
debriefing of the data salmon scales are reviewed for confirmation, then stored. Certain 
species have similar scale features that can be challenging for Observer program staff to 
confirm. When large numbers of salmon scale specimens are collected, Observer program 
staff randomly select a percentage of these scales for review. Issues can occur when the 
observer either misidentifies a species, or the scales are unreadable.  Two common species, 
Chinook (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) and Chum (Oncorhynchus keta) in Alaskan waters, are 
rarely misidentified based on scale confirmation.  The other three species of salmon are not 
commonly encountered by observers and can be easily confirmed by Observer program 
staff.  Data can be changed to unidentified salmon if a confirmation cannot be established 
through reading of the scale. The data on salmon scale confirmation is currently not tracked, 
but protocols should be established.  

Returning observers receive a fish exam annually and new observers at the conclusion of 3-
week certification course. Examination performance is monitored to maintain high quality 
training and fish identification skills of the North Pacific Observer.  These data collected 
from the exams quantify the total number of specimens identified on the exam to the total 
number of correct responses. Exam performance is distributed by taxa groups, and 
individual species to facilitate future training in fish identification. Table 1 shows new 
observers at 90% accuracy and prior observer at 94% accuracy. Indicating that both levels of 
observer experience do very well on salmon identification.  
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These data indicate that observers in the field have a high level of accuracy in species 
identification. Potential ways to further improve salmon identification accuracy could 
include the addition of photos, specimen collection, or genetics. 

 % Correct     

 
New 
observers 

Prior 
observers     

Crabs 95.2 97.4     

Skates 89.9 95.5 

{ 

 % Correct 

Flatfish 92.1 94.3   
New 
observers 

Prior 
observers 

Incidental
s 92.0 94.9 

Chinook 
salmon 97.5 96.4 

Salmon 90.3 94.1 
Chum 
salmon 87.4 96.1 

Gadids 90.6 98.1 
Coho 
salmon 87.5 82.4 

Rockfish 84.3 91.5 Pink salmon 71.7 89.5 

Sculpins 79.5 90.3 
Sockeye 
salmon 85.7 89.7 

 

Table 1 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Evolution of Scientific Sampling in the North Pacific 

Kayla M. Ualesi 

Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission, Fisheries Monitoring and Analysis Division, 
Alaska Fisheries Science Center, National Marine Fisheries Service, NOAA 

Fisheries observers collect quality data aboard commercial fishing vessels so that stock 
assessors and other data users can make quantifiable statements about catch in the North 
Pacific. Because high quality data is needed to meet these needs, a science based approach 
to random sampling in the North Pacific is necessary. Sampling protocols in the North Pacific 
have been improving incrementally as is necessary in the every changing commercial fishing 
industry. The North Pacific Observer Program (Observer Program) has taken strides towards 
scientifically defining how samples are collected by establishing sample unit codes and 
taking a more scientific approach to the sampling methods already in place. 
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Prior to 2008, observers in the North Pacific Observer Program collected one large sample at 
a randomly chosen point throughout a haul. In 2008, the Observer Program implemented a 
more rigorous sampling method to improve catch estimations. Instead of one large random 
sample, multiple random samples were collected throughout a haul. It was determined that 
multiple samples result in a more accurate representation of the total population. With the 
new concept of multiple samples, there were two main sample designs: simple random 
sampling (SRS) and systematic random sampling (SYS). In SRS, sample units are selected for 
inclusion based on a set of random numbers from a random number table or other random 
number source. In SYS, sample units are equally spaced throughout the population from a 
randomly selected start point. In general, SYS was and still is the preferred method since it 
allows for a spatial coverage of the haul unlike SRS which could lead to all samples being 
taken too close together. Both sample designs require observers to define a sample unit 
which could be time, weight, or gear. In 2008, the program had not established a method 
for effectively reporting which sample unit was used. 

In 2010, the Observer Program defined how samples were collected by establishing sample 
unit codes (Figure 1). These codes allowed data users to better understand how the target 
population is divided to form the sample frame. Each sample unit type is assigned a number 
to aid in data entry.  Code 1 is a gear unit type. This code is used when the sample frame 
consists of units defined by discrete segments of gear, such as segments of longline gear, 
pots or a group of pots or longline segments. It can only be used on a pot or longline vessel. 
Code 2 is a time unit type. It is used when observers collect or tall all fish they encounter 
during the unit of time defined by the sample frame. It is used on pot vessels and 
occasionally trawl vessels. Code 3 is a weight unit type. A predetermined weight of fish 
defines this unit. Observers use this code when the sample frame is a list of equal weight 
units and all the fish within that weight unit can be collected. This unit is only used on a 
trawl vessel. Lastly, code 5 is defined as other unit code. It is used anytime that the unit 
defined within the sample frame cannot be collected in its entirety. Observers use this code 
to describe occurrences when the actual amount of fish that is collected is not equal to the 
size of the sample unit. It is used on trawl vessels. The use of these codes improved 
communications between observers, observer program staff members, as well as data 
users.  

In 2016, the Observer Program recognized that observers were still facing difficulties on 
certain vessel types where it was more challenging to accurately convey how they were 
constructing their sample frames. Upon review of 2015 data (Figure 2), it was apparent that 
clarification of unit codes needed to be made. In order to rectify this issue, sample units 
have been clarified even further by taking a more scientific approach to the sample methods 
that have been in place since 2008 (Figure 3). Sampling instructions were simplified in order 
to improve observer decision making. Sampling instructions were simplified for observers to 
improve decision making. Also, the language in the sampling manual was clarified to further 
improve communications between observers, observer program staff and data users. By 
making these improvements, it increased the repeatability of sampling designs and reduced 
assumptions associated with previous data collections. With this improvement, the observer 
program promoted certain sampling techniques known to work best in specific scenarios. 
Code 1 (gear) became the only sample unit type available for fixed gear vessels (longline and 
pot). Code 2 (time) is no longer a preferred method. If an observer is unable to define a 
different spatial unit, they are instructed to contact the Observer Program. While time is 
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used as a proxy for collecting units of weight or gear, it is no longer considered its own 
sample unit. Code 3 (weight) is the most common on trawl vessels. If a trawl vessel is 
equipped with a flowscale, observes are able to establish a unit of weight that makes up 
their sample. On vessels without flowscales, observers now strive to establish a weight 
based unit by collecting a predetermined unit of weight from the accessible population.  
Code 5 (other) is no longer used on a regular basis. Every effort is made to collect weight 
based samples on a trawl vessel. This unit code is only used when there is no way to collect 
the entire sample unit defined within the sample frame. Data collected using this new 
approach is more scientifically sound and data users can better understand the methods 
used by fisheries observers who execute rigorous sampling designs aboard commercial 
fishing vessels in the North Pacific.  

 

Figure 1: Sample unit code usage dependent on sample design and vessel type in 2012. 
[Note: Catcher processor vessels/ motherships (CP/M) and catcher vessels (CV)] 
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Figure 2: Sample unit code usage dependent on sample design and vessel type in 2015. 
[Note: Catcher processor vessels/ motherships (CP/M) and catcher vessels (CV)] 

 

Figure 3: Sample unit code usage dependent on sample design type and vessel type in 2016. 
Due to the clarification and simplification of sample unit codes in 2016, sampling designs 
used by North Pacific observers are now easier to replicate and data collection methods are 
more easily communicated with data users.  [Note: Catcher processor vessels/motherships 
(CP/M) and catcher vessels (CV)] 
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Abstracts of presentations that did not provide Extended Abstracts 

 

Successful fisheries management requires a thorough understanding of fishers behaviour - 
what can observers do?  

Ruben Verkempynck, Marloes Kraan, Brita Trapman and Michiel Dammers  

Wageningen IMARES, Noord-Holland, Netherlands  

Successful fisheries management requires a thorough understanding of fishers behaviour; 
what we define as the collective set of decisions made every day on board of fishing vessels 
by fishermen. Sudden and drastic changes in fisheries management, as e.g. the current 
implementation of the landing obligation in European waters, confronts us with the 
following question: is our current knowledge of fishers' behaviour sufficient to prepare for 
changes in fisheries? For now, most will agree that it is unclear how fishers will respond to 
new rules and regulations.  

At sea observers spend a week (in Dutch demersal fisheries) on board of fishing vessels and 
do their work collecting catch data alongside the skipper and crew . In some aspects they 
participate in the lives of the fishermen, eat together, sleep together, talk, joke and process 
fish. They in fact also are the eyes and ears of our research institute (or the ambassadors) 
and can potentially bridge the gap between science and fishing practice. They hear many 
stories, observe behaviour, are the first to experience changes in the environment, etc. 
From a social science perspective they sit on a gold mine.  

Unfortunately not a lot is done with this information. One of the reasons for this is that this 
information is not recognised as valuable and subsequently is not collected. Would that 
however be done, this would result in valuable information that might give a better 
understanding of fishers behaviour and fisheries practice. In a transdisciplinary project 
focussing on getting a better understanding of fishers' behaviour, IMARES will develop a 
protocol for at sea observers to gather more data whilst they are on board anyway, in 
relation to fishers' behaviour. This will be done together with the sea-going observers, 
fishermen and scientists in the institute. The observers will be trained in social science 
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methods such as interviewing and observing, and ethical issues will be discussed with fisher 
crew, observers and researchers. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Beneficial Trends In Catch Monitoring  

Julian Hawkins 

Integrated Quota Management Inc, BC, Canada  

Existing observer programs often realize their regulatory and sustainability objectives but at 
the expense of the economic health of the fishing industry. Yet fishers understand, and 
frequently welcome, a systematic regulatory structure where clear rules help limit outliers 
and protect livelihoods. Successful monitoring programs are typified by strong industry-
regulator interaction, non-disruptive procedural changes and a plan to reduce the economic 
impact to fishermen. As modern, established fishery observer programs seek to improve 
capability and reduce costs, so too developing world and artisanal fishery monitoring 
programs are growing in number. Both disparate trends are seeking to leverage cost and 
capability improvements brought by new technology and yield better value to the fishermen 
and processors for verifiably ethically and sustainably caught fish. This trend to verify 
aspects of each fish caught satisfies regulators, retailers and consumers beyond what was 
previously acceptable - yearly paper or spot audits - and signals a trend to improved fishery 
reputation and vitality. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Seabird intensive observer training programme of BirdLife International  

YUNA KIM1,2, Bronwyn Maree3,4, Cleo Small5 and Ross M Wanless6,7  

1 Seabird Conservation Programme, BirdLife South Africa, Cape Town, South Africa, 
2Common Oceans Programme, Food and Agriculture Organizations of United Nations, 
Rome, Italy, 3Seabird Conservation Programme, BirdLife South Africa, Cape Town, South 
Africa, 4Common Oceans Programme, Food and Agriculture Organizations of United 
Nations, Rome, Italy, 5BirdLife International Marine Programme, Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds, Sandy, Bedfordshire, United Kingdom, 6Seabird Conservation 
Programme, BirdLife South Africa, Cape Town, South Africa, 7PercyFitzPatrick Institute, 
DST/NRF Centre of Excellence, University of Cape Town, South Africa. 

Tuna fisheries in the Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction (ABNJ) are managed by five tuna 
Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs). The RFMOs requires longline 
vessels operating below 25°S to implement at least two of three measures; bird-scaring line, 
night setting and line weighting. Observers can play important roles to facilitate, support 
and strengthen the use of best practice seabird bycatch mitigation measures by fleets. 
However, many national observers are not well skilled in taking the roles yet. Therefore, 
Birdlife International, as a part of FAO's Common Oceans programme, funded by Global 
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Environment Facility, developed an intensive, seabird-relevant observer training courses to 
deliver to observers from key tuna fishing countries. The observer training programme is 
comprised of lectures covering the biology of seabirds, best practice for seabird bycatch 
mitigation, scientific approaches to conducting experiments at sea, and practical sessions on 
seabird identification and using various measures. The programme enables observers to 
conduct at-sea trials to test the effectiveness of bycatch mitigation measures. The training 
has been provided to Korean observers and multiple at-sea trials to test line weighting 
options has been successfully conducted. Participation of different national fleets in at-trials 
is expected and this will enable tuna RFMOs to measure and improve the effectiveness of 
seabird bycatch mitigation measures. Ultimately, our goal is bycatch mitigation best 
practices adopted by at least 40% of the tuna vessels operating in the RFMO's areas. 
Increasing observer coverage rate and implementing electronic monitoring system will be 
necessary to achieve the goal. 
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Session 4. Reducing risk in a high risk job. 
 

Leader: John LaFargue 

Observers encounter many hazards working on commercial and recreational fishing boats. 
They encounter everything from poor vessel conditions and extreme weather to 
harassment, disease and violence. This session identified such hazards and what has been 
done to successfully mitigate them. We also explored remaining needs, and identified 
strategies that will resolve them. In particular, we heard about the hazards that observers 
face and how education, safety equipment, and field support can reduce them and how to 
build a strong safety culture 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Oral Presentations - Extended Abstracts 

 

Reducing risk in a high risk job – a Pacific Islands perspective 

Peter Graham 

Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency 

Fisheries Observers play a critical role in fisheries management, in that they gather 
fundamental scientific information and data and should be able to do so in an environment 
free from obstruction, harassment, intimidation or assaults and any hindrance due to the 
condition of the fishing vessels in which they are deployed.   However, Pacific Islands 
Regional Fisheries Observers (PIRFO) increasing role over the last few years with compliance 
monitoring of Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission’ (WCPFC) conservation and 
management measures (CMM) has also increased the risks for observers. 

Discussions about this being high risk job have been around for many years, and this 
Conference it is a great opportunity to share ideas and experience of how best to mitigate 
those risks. 

PIRFO observers are faced with risks of injury due to poorly maintained longline fishing 
vessels, dilapidated deck and work areas, and risks to their safety because of the captains 
desire to review the observers data and communication difficulties with captains and crew 
that could lead to confrontational situations, and a tendency to self-harm.  Secretariat of 
the Pacific Community (SPC) records for the FFA Member Country Observer programmes 
together with UST Observer Programme for the period 2014 and up and until July 2015, 
show that 391 incidents were reported, obstruction-intimidation of Observers the most 
common and the Master requesting Observer not to report a specific event. 

With a large number of observers routinely deployed on vessels every year, averaging 
between 1700 and 2100 for the last 3 years, there is the opportunity to collect detailed 
information on safety standards and safety incidents that would be invaluable in an effort to 
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prevent or reduce the number of accidents, and every opportunity should be taken up.   
With such information at hand, observer training can be regularly modified so as to mitigate 
reoccurrence of such incidents. 

To ensure that fishing vessels are safe and seaworthy, Fisheries Agencies are requiring 
inspections of the fishing vessels prior to licensing.  Licensing conditions for such inspections 
currently exist in all FFA Member States, though not strictly adhered too. The primary focus 
of the inspections are to determine the quantity of fish onboard for catch reporting 
purposes, however it’s an opportunity to examine the safety aspects of the vessels and 
inspected areas include the deck and work areas, wells and freezers, galley, and sleeping 
quarters noting that many Pacific Islands observers are a lot bigger than the area built for 
the smaller Asian crew member.  Examining the vessels’ documentation including the 
registration and survey certificates is also important. The validity of the safety equipment is 
also checked.  

Although pre-fishing inspections are part of the licensing conditions, there have been 
numerous times where many of the longline fishing vessels are already at sea and usually 
there for long periods of time, and the Owners have convinced the licensing authorities to 
forgo such pre-fishing inspections.  This practice however is changing as Members become 
more aware of the risks this poses for IUU fishing and safety of observers, and ensure 
vessels are being inspected prior to receiving their license, if not in the port of the licensing 
authority, at one of its’ neighbors. 

As many of the longline fishing vessels fishing within the Pacific Islands are at sea for long 
and extended periods, it is inevitable that the conditions of the vessels will deteriorate, and 
enforcing the requirement to have them inspected by the licensing authorities at least once 
a year, the renewal of the fishing license was seen as the most opportune time.   

Prohibiting transshipment at sea, thereby forcing the fishing vessels to offload their catch at 
the port, enables licensing authorities to properly inspect the vessel itself and the examining 
safety gear and equipment aboard.  Fisheries Port Inspectors are also now more committed 
to inspecting all safety gear and equipment, and incorporating such in the process prior to 
licensing. 

The difficulties posed by the lack of communication because the captain and crew speak a 
different language to the Observer, though not a safety risk in itself, has caused 
confrontational situations to arise.  Understanding cultural sensitivities helps observers and 
observer placement officer better understand the people they are working with and forms 
part of the PIRFO training.  It is introduced and drummed into the observers during their 
initial training and they are reminded again during debriefing sessions.  Involving the 
vessels’ Company Agent, who usually has good command of English, in the pre-fishing 
inspection and observer placement briefings, goes part of the ways towards mitigating the 
language barrier.  Even when asking such basic things as where are the vessels’ safety gear 
and enquiring about basic emergency procedures, can cause offense if not properly 
communicated, therefore having the Agent present and translating helps.  It also means that 
if issues with the safety of the vessel arises or becomes evident, he has first-hand 
knowledge and then obligated to rectify the issue.  
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Complacency among many of the Asian fishing vessel Masters to forego regular safety drills 
or ensuring their safety equipment is regularly checked and still useable, has made Pacific 
Islands Observer trainers lift the benchmarks in regards to competency of observers in 
firefighting, damage control, first-aid and ‘man over board’ procedures and skills. 

With the WCPFC expanding and strengthening the safety provisions for the Regional 
Observer Programme (ROP), through new minimum standards that come into force as of 1 
January 2017 requiring that each ROP authorized observer programme shall ensure that 
when undertaking ROP-related trips, observers are equipped with an approved independent 
two-way communication device and a waterproof personal lifesaving beacon.    

The minimum standards also provide that each ROP authorized Observer programme will 
ensure that they have an “Emergency Action Plan” (EAP) in place to accommodate any 
reported observer emergency including interference, harassment, intimidation and other 
personal safety issues. 

The EAP must include communication protocols and appropriate contact information used 
in an emergency and as a minimum will include - when to report; who to report to (noting 
there must have a ‘Designated Officer/s’ who is responsible for maintaining a device capable 
of receiving a signal from an approved independent 2-way satellite communication device);  
Follow-up responses (established procedure to initiate contact with observer, the vessel, 
and, if necessary, the appropriate enforcement authority; this procedure must also include 
clear procedures that must be taken in the event of various emergencies); remedial action ( 
appropriate measures to address  violations made against observers and be resolved 
through real legal and nationally recognised procedures including appropriate punitive 
measures against vessel captains or crew found guilty. 

As many FFA Member countries do not have written EAPs, FFA Secretariat is working with 
Members to develop such procedures that are compatible with the WCPFC minimum 
standards and the proposed conservation and management measure on observer safety, 
and will work with them to ensure they are properly implemented.  Appropriate training will 
be undertaken with the observers and their Coordinators to ensure that not only do they 
have an understanding of the use of such tools, but are actually competent in their use. 

Having such additional personal communication equipment would also alleviate the use of 
the fishing vessels communications equipment and confrontational situations arising.   

With respect to self-harm, observers are being asked to report any concerns they have, as 
part of their regular scheduled reporting to their program coordinator.    

At the 13th Annual Ministerial Forum Fisheries Committee Meeting in Port Vila, Vanuatu, 

(5 – 6 July 2016), Ministers stressed the importance of expediting work to ensure the safety 
of observers in the performance of their duties, noting their fundamental role in collection 
of data for fisheries management and compliance purposes.  

FFA has been encouraging its Member to be proactive with pursuing Observer-related 
violations identified during debriefing of Observers as Members have been rather 
complacent in the past. 
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At a recent Judicial Seminar for Chief Judges, Judges and Magistrates from FFA Members 
countries held in Honiara, 25 – 27 July, observer safety was again discussed with an 
emphasis on violations against observers and considerations to reviewing the penalties 
against offending vessel Masters and crew so they are commensurate with the offence. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Recent Actions in the WCPFC to Improve Observer Safety and Security.   

Karl Staisch1 and Bubba Cook2 

1WCPFC 2World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)  

Mr Staisch provided the first part of this presentation, which addressed the implementation 
of the adopted measures to date, including any challenges or obstacles faced. Mr Cook 
presented the second part of the presentation, which addressed some of the technological 
tools available that potentially meet the requirements of the measure. 

Mr Staisch described the genesis of and basic structure of the Western and Central Pacific 
Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) as well as the Regional Observer Programme (ROP).  He 
noted that as the Regional Fisheries Management Organization (RFMO) charged with 
managing the single largest tuna fishery on the planet, the WCPFC depends heavily on 
observers, who perform a critically important job in the fisheries management process by 
providing fundamental scientific information, serving an indispensable role in monitoring 
compliance, and being the eyes and ears for their country and the region. He emphasized 
the large size of the WCPFC Convention Area and the commensurate large responsibility for 
observers and observer programmes. 

Mr Staisch went on to explain how the ROP is comprised of qualified National Observer 
Programmes subject to meeting minimum standards subject to an audit, ensuring a high 
quality of performance of observers and programmes.  He noted that the ROP, comprised of 
subregional and national programmes, involves 23 separate countries and agencies further 
made up of approximately 1200 observers, 50 observer debriefers, and 2 WCPFC ROP staff.  
He further explained that there are approximately 2800 observer trips per year with about 
200-250 observers on those trips at any one time. He explained that the data collected by 
these observers is submitted to the Commission and considered Commission data. 

Mr Staisch strongly emphasized that the WCPFC has always considered observer safety a 
priority and have a number of standards in place that authorized programmes have met, as 
well as this many programmes have additional safety measures in place.  He noted that 
following recent incidents involving the death or disappearance of observers in the Pacific 
Ocean, the WCPFC for the first time elevated observer safety to a separate high level 
agenda item in 2015 to better address observer safety and security.  As a dual step, the 
WCPFC introduced and approved a proposal specifying that by January 2017: (1) Each 
observer program shall ensure that observers from their program be provided an approved 
independent two way communication satellite device and a waterproof personal lifesaving 
beacon before any boarding for a trip; and (2) Each observer program will ensure that they 



97 
 

have an “Emergency Action Plan” (EAP) in place to respond to reported observer safety 
issues. 

Mr Staisch elaborated that the first requirement may consist of a single device such as 
“Satellite Emergency Notification Device” or it may be a combination of an independent 
satellite-based system such as a Sat phone plus a personal lifesaving beacon (PLB).  He also 
elaborated that the EAP must include communications protocol and appropriate contact 
information in an emergency and as a minimum will include: When to report; Who to report 
to; Follow up responses; Remedial action; and Legal or nationally recognized procedure.  He 
further noted that the two provisions must work in concert to be successful and that the 
technology must be effective and reliable, with transmission capability 24 hours a day and 
365 days a year around the globe. 

Mr Cook then took the podium to describe the variety of technologies available that were 
determined to meet the WCPFC proposed standard.  He described the technologies as 
consisting of two categories.  Category 1 consisted of standard distress beacons, which 
included: Digital Selective Calling (DSC) units; Personal Automated Identification System 
Transponders (PAIST; also called Man Overboard or MOB transponders); and Personal 
Locator Beacons/Emergency Locator Transmitters (PLB/ELTs).  Category 2 was comprised of 
two way emergency communication devices that included: Satellite Emergency Notification 
Devices (SENDs); and Satellite Telephones (Sat Phones). 

Mr Cook discussed the advantages and disadvantages of each technology and the process 
by which the WCPFC focused its recommendation.  He noted that the DSCs and PAISTs were 
limited in their range and effectiveness, ruling out their use in such broad expanses of the 
Pacific thereby making the much larger range of the PLB/ELTs a preferred option.  Mr Cook 
further addressed the use of a combination of a SatPhone and PLB combination, but noted 
that it is difficult enough to carry one device, much less two devices of which one can be 
quite bulky.  He noted that, due to the combined features of the SEND units to operate as 
both a two-way communicator as well as a PLB, those features made them the preferred 
option. 

Mr Cook further noted that the costs in relation to the benefits was heavily weighted 
toward the benefits with the capital and operational costs for a single unit over one year 
being around that of the ex-vessel value of two average sized yellowfin tuna or roughly 
about $350USD.  He concluded by observing the outstanding progress that the WCPFC 
accomplished in such a short period of time. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Open Discussion Session 

 

Andrew France, New Zealand 

Question/Comment 
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Are pretrip checklists tailored to different vessels and fisheries? 

Response 

Lauren Carroll (NOAA) 

The same checklist is issued for all types of vessels and fisheries. 

Dennis Hansford (NOAA) 

Question/Comment 

What is the “Green Dot System”? How many harassment cases realize successful 
prosecution and if the funds received are recycled into assistance for victims of those cases? 
How does enforcement assist with the funding for the victims of harassment/assault? 

Response 

Jaclyn Smith (NOAA) 

“Green Dot” marks vessels as problem vessels in order for observers to know that there 
were problems in the past. The STAR program is able to help financially in some cases. 
Enforcement is still trying to get more funding regarding assisting victims. 

Prosecution shouldn’t be what we base success on.  We should base success on observers 
being comfortable enough to come forward and let us know that something happened.  The 
last thing that should happen is to re victimize an observer after an incident. 

 

Unidentifed from the North Pacific Observer Program 

Question/Comment 

Are there any “no go” items on your safety checklists? 

Response 

Lauren Carroll (NOAA) 

Yes, all items must be current and in order for the vessel to sail with an observer.  If all items 
on the list are not current, the observer fills out an incident report for a safety deficiency.  

Karl Staisch(WCPFC) 

The vessel safety certificate that is used by the commission is based on the USCG safety 
vessel check system.  The final word lies with the observer. If the observer in unhappy with 
the way the vessel comes out on the safety certificate they can refuse to board.  The 
authorities where the vessel is in port are encouraged to make the vessels rectify any safety 
deficiencies so an observer can be placed onboard. 

Howard McElderry (Archipelago Marine Research Ltd) 

Question/Comment 
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Proposed the idea that as observers have a larger presence on vessels over time, their 
documentation of the vessels safety procedures/drills can lead to improvements in the 
safety procedures.  There is a huge benefit to the programs by promoting these 
conversations.  

Response 

Lauren Carroll (NOAA) 

The observers do an orientation and general check of the vessel for their safety plan and 
drills. Vessels are more likely to do the required drills with an observer onboard. 

Siosifa Fukofuka(New Caledonia) 

We have a comprehensive safety checklist that the observer, captain and coordinator sign.  

Dennis Hansford (NOAA) 

Question/Comment 

To Bubba Cook, You said that SEND units are more cost effective. What are the costs? 

Response 

Bubba Cook(WWF) 

They are cheaper to operate than a SAT phone. The units cost around $300 and a plan for 
$100, “roughly the cost of two good size yellowfin tuna”, pretty cheap investment to insure 
the safety and security of observers.  SEND units provide the most features for the most 
economic price. They provide two way texting and act as a PLB.  A transshipment observer 
has been using it to post on FB and keep tabs with friends and family, it can be an effective 
psychological tool. Independent communication is very important as well.  The units can be 
used privately so vessel personnel can’t listen in.  

Amanda Barney (Ecotrust)  

Question/Comment 

Appreciated the way Jacquelyn highlighted explaining the statistics to people. Recently she 
had to deal with a situation and the first thing the victim did was to say they hadn’t acted 
inappropriately. It’s very important that a woman shouldn’t be ashamed of what happened 
to her and to empower them. Is there a process if a case doesn’t get prosecuted, that you 
can say to an employee “thank you for reporting this and this vessel will no longer get a 
female observer”?  

Do female techs have same protection as the observers? 

Response 

Jaclyn Smith(NOAA) 

I’m looking into giving more assistance to victims in order for them to be able to work. I 
need to look into regs regarding female techs. 
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I can’t tell an observer not to go on a vessel because she is a female.  The contractors are 
the ones that place observers. 

Judy Dwyer (DFO) 

Question/Comment 

What is involved with the auditing process? Can you tell us who conducts the audit and 
what kind of criteria is used? 

Response 

Karl Staisch(WCPFC) 

Each program must meet a list of standards in order to be authorized as a ROP. Some 
programs don’t initially meet the standards, so we send a representative in to help them 
meet the standards. Every two to three years we meet with the program to make sure the 
ROP is still meeting all the standards.  

Judy Dwyer (DFO) 

Question/Comment 

How is the audit done, is it a paper audit or do you talk to observers or the providers? 

Response 

Karl Staisch(WCPFC) 

Normally we go to the program in person, go through the standards to check the 
information collected, and talk to observers and their hierarchy. We look at the training 
facility. It takes three to four days to conduct an audit. 

Reuben Beazley (Seawatch) 

Question/Comment 

What are the steps that documentation of an incident go through to get to enforcement? 

Response 

Jaclyn Smith(NOAA) 

 Multiple options are available in order to remain flexible, including SAT phones, radio, 
ATLAS and SEND units can be used to send an OL message to management. 

Unidentified 

Question/Comment 

Is there a minimum reporting time to trigger action, if so what is it? 

Response 
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Bubba Cook(WWF) 

Ideally you have a daily check in, but that’s up to the ROPs. It’s very easy with the SEND 
units. They are light weight and should go everywhere with the observer.  

Tom Knudson (Reveal News) 

Question/Comment 

For Peter, can you give specific examples of harassment? Have observers been hurt on these 
boats? Have you ever heard of any observers being thrown over? For Carl, you mentioned 
two observers that have been lost, can you tell me a little bit more about those cases. 

Response 

Peter Graham (FFA) 

They are mostly obstruction from going in to the wheel house to check vessel position and 
intimidation. Carl could go into more detail. 

Karl Staisch (WCPFC) 

They could be anything from hiding the observer’s gear to intimidation by not feeding them. 
There have been some cases of actual harassment that have been followed upon by 
enforcement. There have been several deaths, two in Papa New Guinea, one was a murder, 
and the other observer disappeared from a vessel. Some think they may have committed 
suicide.  

Dennis Jaszka (North Pacific Observer) 

Question/Comment 

Using the new technologies available to you, who is capable of responding to an emergency 
and have you, highlighted any concerns with relaying emergency calls? 

Response  

Bubba Cook (WWF) 

It’s important to have an EAP in place and know who is at the end of the line and what they 
are required to do.  

Multiple organizations work together in a rescue situation. 

Sara Cierpich (NOAA) 

Question/Comment 

When a vessel is found to be unsafe, what is the process to get a vessel up to standards? 

Response 

Panel 
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Vessels can’t deploy without observers. OLE backs up observers. 

Sometimes there is a suspension of the vessels permits until they fix the problems. 

In the Cook Islands the threat of suspending licenses normally gets them to react. Most 
Pacific Islands have a similar system as Cook Islands, purse seiners are 100% coverage, so a 
vessel cannot leave port without an observer.  

Bubba Cook(WWF) 

There is a responsibility on behalf of the observer to report on safety issues.  However, it is a 
matter of trust between the observer and observer authority that the observer's claim is not 
only heard, but supported.  If observers worry that they might not get another assignment 
they will be reluctant to report.  For instance, consider if an observer is very thorough in the 
execution of the vessel safety checklist and finds a variety of safety issues that results in the 
vessel being delayed dockside.  Now consider if that observer is then retaliated against by 
an authority instead of that authority firmly seeking that the vessel corrects the 
discrepancies.  That would send a chilling message to all the other observers that the 
concerns of the vessel, financial or otherwise, take priority over any safety and security 
concerns of the observer, resulting in a lack of confidence in the system that discourages 
observers from reporting those safety and security concerns out of fear of reprisal 

Liz Mitchell (APO) 

Question/Comment 

Would it be helpful for observers to record problems with harassment even if they don’t 
want official action? 

Response 

Jaclyn Smith (NOAA) 

Yes, even unofficial documents would help to have a general history of issues. There is a 
myth out there that there are a lot of false reports, which is untrue. Harassment is rarely 
falsely reported. It is underreported. In AK STAR suggest that only 10% of these crimes are 
reported. 

Liz Mitchell (APO) 

Question/Comment 

How can you identify trends of harassment? Do you feel harassment is on the rise? 

Response 

Jaclyn Smith (NOAA) 

Feels that it is not on the rise, stats suggest that it is fairly consistent throughout the years, 
reporting is increasing because observers are feeling more comfortable coming forward. 

Chris Rilling (NOAA) 
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Question/Comment 

Who is paying for the SEND units? If you add the cumulative cost of deploying 300-400 units 
the cost can be quite high.  Who is bearing that cost, the commission, independent 
countries, the industry? 

Response 

Karl Staisch (WCPFC) 

It’s a combination of industry and the observer program. Industry benefits from observers 
so they tend to pay for most of it. The commission has funds available that programs can 
apply for. 

Bubba Cook(WWF) 

Technology is just the first step; there are still other measures to secure the safety of 
observers at sea.  FFA is developing a Person of interest list, we already have a vessel of 
interest list, but “Vessels don’t commit crimes…people do.” 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Poster Presentations – Extended Abstracts 

 

Observer Safety Program Reviews 

Richard Kupfer 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Fisheries Service (NMFS) 

Background  

Fishery observers are deployed on commercial fishing vessels and in processing facilities to 
collect data for National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Fisheries Service (NOAA 
Fisheries) to use in the management and conservation of marine resources and preservation 
of economic potential and protected species. This information is used to support fisheries 
science and fisheries management decisions nationwide.  NOAA Fisheries regional observer 
programs (ROPs) cover deployment of observers in 7 geographical regions across multiple 
fisheries, and are guided by the NOAA Fisheries National Observer Program (NOP) 
(http://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/observer-home/). 

Commercial fishing is one of the most hazardous occupations in the United States with a 
fatality rate 39 times higher than the national average (CDC/NIOSH 2014, 
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/fishing/default.html). Observers are regularly exposed to 
the same dangers as industry personnel and suffer the same injuries and illnesses recorded 
in all monitored fisheries. The recent loss of two NOAA Fisheries trained observers, one in a 
domestic fishery and one in an international fishery, as well as a foreign observer on a US 
vessel, prompted NOAA Fisheries leadership to request a review of Observer Program safety 
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policies and practices.  While minimum observer safety training requirements have been 
standardized nationally, safety practices and policies are governed by USCG regulations and 
the Magnuson-Stevens Act, as well as additional regionally-specific requirements. In 
reviewing the safety of US observers, it was clear that a more comprehensive approach, 
than just evaluating safety training standards, was needed.  

Review Design 

In a new approach for the agency, NOAA Fisheries decided to aggregate all elements that 
may have an influence on observer safety into one framework called a “Safety Program”.  In 
building this new framework to review, NOAA Fisheries asked all the Regional Observer 
Program (ROP) managers and their respective Safety Advisory Committee members to work 
with the National Observer Program (NOP) to identify all the elements that influence 
observer safety. The identified safety elements represent the core of NOAA Fisheries 
Observer Safety Program, and are broken out into seven major groups with multiple review 
tasks in each group.   

 

 

1. Safety Reporting 

2. Communications 

3. Practices & Policies 

4. Training 

5. Equipment 

6. Regulations 

7. International 

In order to conduct this review, NOAA Fisheries is hiring a team of independent auditors to 
compile documentation on current policies and evaluate their application to the practices of 
NOAA Fisheries Observer Safety Programs.  The experience requirement for the audit team 
was defined by the specific elements that NOAA Fisheries is requesting be reviewed.  The 
audit team will travel to each ROP to observe trainings and policies in practice. They will also 
be conducting interviews with key personnel and meeting with Observer Provider 
companies to evaluate continuity between NOAA Fisheries’ and the provider company’s 
policies. In addition to visiting ROP training centers, the audit team will also be traveling to 
field offices to evaluate Safety Programs with the compounded difficulties of remote 
operations. 

During the review of the Regulations and International core elements, the auditors will be 
tasked with reviewing NOAA Fisheries and the United States regulatory responsibilities to 
identify any gaps between the two. They will also be comparing NOAA Fisheries defined role 
with the international observer community to identify any areas of responsibility that 
require greater clarification or that do not match with NOAA Fisheries national standards. 

7 Core Safety Elements 
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Once all data has been compiled and the on-site visits have been completed the review 
team will analyze the data and present its findings in an initial report to NOAA Fisheries six 
months after the review process begins.  The final report will be presented three months 
after the initial report to include any processes/programs that were not able to be fully 
evaluated during the initial review phase.  The additional three months are needed due to 
the scheduling of regional Observer trainings which correspond to fisheries and industry 
needs rather than management and review needs.  

Outcome 

The overarching goal of this review is to evaluate current NOAA Fisheries observer program 
safety practices to identify gaps and recommend changes to the working environment that 
will result in improvements to mitigate the dangers inherent to the industry and observers.  
In addition, the results of this review will be used to make recommendations that will allow 
for the development of flexible self-evaluation tools that will adapt to changing safety 
concerns as they evolve.  Each ROP and the NOP will be able to use these self-evaluation 
tools to continually monitor and change Observer Safety Programs while potentially setting 
an agency standard for risk assessment. The identification of regional, national, and industry 
“best practices “along with the ability to continually monitor changing safety risks will help 
ensure the safety of our observer community. NOAA Fisheries intends to share the results of 
this review, and the agencies response with all of its fisheries management and observer 
program partners.  By sharing the lessons learned from this review, NOAA Fisheries hopes 
that all of its domestic and international partners will be able to benefit for sake of ensuring 
the safety of our global observing community. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Observer Safety On The U. S. West Coast, Vessels 18 To 680 Feet In Length 

Thomas Holland and Scott Leach 

NOAA Fisheries, United States 

Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission, United States 

Preparing observers to board vessels that range from 18 to 680 feet requires safety training 
that is both broad in scope and yet specialized to the size vessel observers are likely to 
encounter. On the U.S. West Coast, observers that observe for the Northwest Fisheries 
Science Center (NWFSC) are deployed by the West Coast Groundfish Observer Program 
(WCGOP) on small catcher vessels (18-98 ft), and the At-Sea Hake Observer Program (A- 
SHOP) on larger at-sea processing vessels (256-680 ft).  The catcher vessel training takes 
place in Newport, Oregon while the processing vessel training is in Seattle, Washington.  The 
NWFSC safety trains on average 147 observers a year.  The A-SHOP averages 48, while the 
WCGOP averages 99 trainees a year. 

To become a safety trainer at the NWFSC, you must first be trained yourself.  Prospective 
trainers attend a week-long class conducted by the Alaska Marine Safety Education 
Association (AMSEA).  The class covers hands-on safety lessons as well as basic teaching 
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techniques.  The future trainers demonstrate all of the skills they will be teaching to 
observers.  Also covered is a case study where supervisors had insufficient training for an 
emergency situation.  To be certified to teach observer safety, NWFSC requires attendance 
to this class and a refresher class every three years.  They also require a current certification 
in first aid and CPR.  

The NWFSC follows guidelines specified by AMSEA in the training of all observers.  For 
example, all observers must be able to don an immersion suit in 60 seconds or less, and 
observers must be able to enter a life raft from the water.  Lesson plans are prepared, and 
followed, for all topics covered in a training.  To insure the safety of the observers as well as 
the trainers, National Observer Program (NOP) student to trainer ratios are followed.  This 
increases safety and maintains an individual approach.   

The two training programs have many similarities and overlap on drills conducted and topics 
covered. Safety issues present on both catcher and at-sea processing vessels trained in both 
programs include: fire safety and hands-on firefighting, signals and hands-on flares, flooding 
drills, man overboard drill, abandon ship drill, donning an immersion suit, swim positions, 
righting a life raft and familiarization with both observer program issued and vessel safety 
equipment.  

The challenges and conditions present on at-sea processing vessels compared to catcher 
vessels is quite different. Observers on at-sea processing vessels have trips averaging 21 
days, where they will conduct their sampling below-deck in the vessel's factory.  Observers 
on catcher vessels take trips ranging from 1 - 25 days, where sampling will occur on the 
open deck, in close proximity to net reels, winches, longline gear or pots. Unlike at-sea 
processors which only fish with trawl nets, catcher vessel observers can encounter multiple 
gear types including rod and reel, trawl, troll, pot and longline. The A-SHOP also includes 
training for hazards found in fish processing factories and larger vessels, while the WCGOP 
trainings focus on smaller vessels and their inherent dangers. An outline of the similarities 
and differences presented here are an example of the dangers observers face and how to 
best prepare for them. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Conducting Effective Training Drills During Observer Safety Training: Building Muscle 
Memory and a Strong Safety Culture 

Adriana Myers 

North Pacific Observer Program, Fisheries Monitoring and Analysis, Alaska Fisheries 
Center, National Marine Fisheries Service, NOAA 

“Luck favors the prepared”   

Commercial fishing continues to be ranked as one of the deadliest occupations both 
nationally and internationally. The United States Coast Guard requires commercial fishing 
vessels to conduct hands on safety drills once every month. All fishing boats in Alaska are 
subject to an inherent amount of danger and it is crucial that everyone onboard receives the 



107 
 

proper practice to know how to respond to an emergency. It is important to recognize that 
not all fishers receive adequate training or will act appropriately in an emergency. Adequate 
safety drills are one of the most efficient and successful ways to practice response plans and 
ensure that everyone on board understands and demonstrates their preparedness in a real 
emergency. 

Among the many challenges that fisheries observers face when working aboard commercial 
fishing vessels, safety is the primary focus. The North Pacific Observer Program assumes the 
responsibility to best prepare observers.  

Fisheries observers in the North Pacific Observer program assigned to large fishing vessels 
that are required to carry an observer at all times are more likely to experience and 
participate in emergency drills since they are deployed for longer periods of time. However, 
based on observer data recorded on their Vessel Safety Checklist, small fishing vessels that 
only have observer coverage during selected trips rarely conduct safety drills while the 
observer is on board.   This creates a unique problem in which observers don’t have the 
opportunity to practice emergency plans with the rest of the crew and assess if the crew is 
prepared to act properly in an emergency.   

Observers are required to complete a thorough Vessel Safety Checklist before the vessel 
departs the dock. The frequency of safety drills conducted while onboard is reported on this 
Safety Checklist. These data are recorded and summarized by gear type and coverage sector 
by all observers in a post deployment survey. Figure 1 illustrates the proportion of time drills 
were held while observers were onboard based on these data. 
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Figure 1 

Since drills are essential to keeping our observers prepared in case of an emergency, all our 
trainings and briefings at the North Pacific Observer Program incorporate safety drills. At the 
core of our safety drills are the Seven Steps of Survival: 

1. Recognition 

2. Inventory 

3. Shelter 

4. Signals 

5. Water 

6. Food 

7. Play 

Our drills require the observers to work in teams with a variety of exercises. One such 
exercise is to complete a station bill and conduct abandon ship drills in which everyone is 
assigned a specific duty as outlined in the station bill. Drills are focused on what the 
observer may encounter and be expected to do.  

Practicing these drills on a regular basis as part of the North Pacific Observer Program 
training curriculum builds muscle memory which is an excellent tool to condition the body 
on how to properly follow the seven steps of survival and effectively prepare our observers. 
Drills also contribute to promote a strong safety culture among our fisheries observers who 
learn to feel responsible for their own safety and pursue safety practices on a daily basis to 
minimize risk. 

“It’s better to be careful 100 times, than to get killed once”   - Mark Twain 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Observer Safety: Communication and Education 

Katie Herrera 

Riverside Technology, Inc. 

Two areas that can greatly affect safety at sea are communication issues and levels of safety 
education. Communication between a company and their observer, and observer and their 
captain and crew, and the vessel with land based emergency responders such as the Coast 
Guard are connections that need to be established and maintained. Educating our offshore 
community on safety measures directly tailored to life at sea would also improve safety 
levels. As a former observer, I am now tasked as an assistant observer coordinator with the 
pelagic observer program and have seen, first hand, the gaps in a system that can be greatly 
improved. My display will discuss ways to bridge those gaps in communication and safety by 
addressing ways to improve upon areas such as: communication breakdowns at sea, 
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outdated communication equipment used by vessels and land based operations, and safety 
resources and training designed for both observers and captains to survive and strive with 
only basic offshore tools. Safe environments are made and upheld when everyone is an 
active and engaged participant.  

Our ambassadors on the sea, observers, are faced with a myriad of challenges. 
Communication problems occur on all sides of the complicated relationship observers have 
with all entities involved. The captain and crews of the vessels, the Coast Guard, the 
contract company, and the observers themselves all have a responsibility to ensure the 
wellbeing of all offshore parties. The fleets of each observed industry are just as diverse as 
the species interacted with. In the Pelagic Observer Program based out of Miami, FL, 18% of 
our vessels are run by captains and crews where English is not the first language spoken. 
The potential for language barriers is increased, with the observer ending up at a 
disadvantage. Without being able to accurately communicate information of any kind, 
things become lost in translation. Vessels run by speakers of a foreign language should have 
just as much consideration given to them in regards to communication as the rest of the 
fleet. Presenting materials such as selections letters, observer information, United States 
Coast Guard contacts, and new Federal regulations, will bring everyone to the same 
understanding. By not doing this, undue pressure is placed upon the observer to help 
educate these individuals on new regulations. 

S.O.S stands for Safe Observer Sticker. It's a basic design that effectively communicates what 
to do should an observer become incapacitated, especially on vessels where the observer’s 
native language is not the first one spoken. Stickers can be easily translated to different 
dialects, spoken frequently in each program. These stickers were constructed to be placed 
on observer gear bag/clipboard/Grundens/boots/personal items etc but could also be 
placed in a multitude of areas on a vessel (with permission) selected for observer coverage. 
The material is weatherproof and durable for any offshore condition. The sticker is a highly 
visible, direct reminder, of the order of operations an observer program would want a 
vessel to follow should their observer experience an emergency at sea. By immediately 
contacting the Coast Guard, an emergency situation offshore now has the awareness it 
needs. An effective protocol for our observers also ensures an effective protocol for vessels 
and their crews, even when an observer is not present.  

Offshore, most communication is between land based operations are done through radio 
signals. While this works great for our vessels, however if an observer was ever in a situation 
where they didn’t want information broadcast to a wide network of individuals, there 
wouldn’t be an option. The Pelagic Observer Program (POP) uses InReach by Delorme, which 
allows are our observers a confidential means of relaying information about their well being 
and status offshore. This device features an app that observers can download to their 
smartphone to make use easier. There is also an SOS feature and GPS tracking should the 
observer need them. In times where it has been necessary to communicate with an 
observer during an emergency situation, it has proved to be invaluable. It is an affordable 
and direct way to keep up with our observer fleet while they are deployed. Other means of 
relaying confidential information between the observers and their programs are satellite 
phones and Iridium Go. Satellite phones being a great way to relay information quickly and 
efficiently and the Iridium Go network allows the user to have phone call, internet, SMS, 
SOS capabilities.  
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An observer is a diverse role in which to take on. They are educated in the sciences, first 
aid/CPR response, and data collection. While our observers carry a large amount of 
education and awareness going into the offshore environment, vessel captains and crews 
more than likely will not carry the same knowledge. For example, United States Coast Guard 
requirements state that captains are only required to seek First Aid/CPR instruction once in 
their life. Increasing the vessel operator's understanding of health and safety increases the 
safety and health of everyone around them. A great program to encourage both observers 
and Captains to attend, is run by the National Outdoor Learning School, NOLS. This non-
profit organization holds a class centered around wilderness survival. An offshore 
environment is not a place filled with large quantities of medical supplies and a doctor at 
the ready. This organization teaches students how to deal with an emergency out of range 
of traditional treatment. Students are taught how to assess a patient, make appropriate 
evacuation decisions, and effectively administer first aid to injuries occurring commonly in a 
wilderness/offshore environment. Observers are well trained in offshore safety, taking a 
one-week safety course. Improvements to USCG captain’s requirements to include safety 
awareness, would be highly beneficial in an offshore emergency. A safe environment is one 
without risk. This is something that as programs we cannot guarantee in an offshore 
commercial fishing environment, but there are certainly steps we can take to ensure risk is 
as minimal as possible including keeping open lines of communication and increasing safety 
training. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Timeline and Lingering Questions Regarding the Disappearance of a Transshipment 
Observer 

By Elizabeth Mitchell 

Association for Professional Observers 

The observer community and observer program managers were shocked and heartbroken 
by the September 10, 2015 news of the disappearance of our dear friend and colleague, 
Keith Davis, a transshipment observer on assignment aboard an Inter-American Tropical 
Tuna Commission (IATTC) transshipment vessel.  Keith chaired the Observer Professionalism 
Working Group (OPWG) at the IFOMC for many years and was a former board member of 
the Association for Professional Observers (APO).  He helped draft the International 
Observer Bill of Rights (IOBR) and Codes of Conduct for Responsible Observer Programmes – 
Health and Safety (CCROP-HS) and Stakeholder Responsibilities (CCROP-SR), which was 
presented at the 7th IFOMC in Chile, 2013.  Keith Davis had an unwavering commitment with 
seemingly limitless energy toward improving the profession of observers and was 
instrumental in elevating the level of observer professionalism and participation at this 
conference.  Keith’s disappearance sent rippling trepidations throughout the observer 
community and all remain without closure.  In absence of any official statement regarding 
the investigation, this is an attempt to piece together available information.  This timeline is 
based on updates from Keith’s employer, MRAG Americas (September and October 2015); 
phone and e-mail conversations with the FBI (October 2015, August 2016 and October 
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2016); US Coast Guard documents during the investigation; some of Keith’s last 
photographs and data entries on the Victoria No. 168; and previous knowledge of Keith. 

In 2009, Keith began working as a Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission 
(WCPFC) transshipment observer for MRAG Americas.  In July 2009, at the 6th IFOMC in 
Portland, Maine, USA, Keith helped organize a meeting of stakeholders in transshipment 
observer programs.  At this meeting he showed a video that highlighted potential human 
trafficking conditions – a vessel capacity of 25 with 65 crewmembers on board, sleeping in 
the halls and on the decks.  He also mentioned the difficulty in counting and identifying fish 
in this program.  It is typical for the fish being offloaded to have most of their identifying 
characteristics previously removed and often observers are expected to count and identify 
the fish without adequate access to them. 

In 2011, when returning from a WCPFC Transshipment trip, Keith had experienced 
harassment on board a Japanese transshipment vessel.  I encouraged him to report the 
harassment to the responsible agency, which he apparently did. 

In 2013, after one of the panel presentations at the 7th IFOMC in Viña del Mar, Chile, Keith 
commented that RFMO officials were not doing enough to protect fisheries observers. The 
following morning, Keith told his family and colleagues at the conference that he had been 
approached and told to “back off” and that he “didn’t know what he was getting into”.  He 
appeared visibly shaken and declared that he would retire from the transshipment observer 
programs. 

In 2015, Keith had decided to return to the Transshipment Observer Program, this time for 
the IATTC, and boarded August 5 the M/V Victoria 168, a Chinese operated, Panama-flagged 
transshipment vessel.  This vessel accepts fish from Gilontas Ocean Group, based in Taiwan 
and delivers to Rocmar Seafood, S.A. located in Panama. 

August 5 to September 4, 2015, Keith entered photo and video documentation of 
transshipments.  Taking at least 167 photos, there may have been more after this date 
because he collected data until the day he disappeared.  The subject of the photos included 
vessel identification characteristics (call signs, names painted over previous names, 
company insignias on smoke stacks, vessel registration numbers, and port names); 50 
photos of fish needing identification confirmation or further discussion (mostly sharks and 
billfish, but also some tuna); and camera and video documentation of marine pollution 
violations on half of the fishing vessels and the Victoria 168. 

August 20 – 31, 2015:  Keith sent a series of e-mails to NOAA fish identification experts to 
suggest additional work was needed to create improved fish identification materials for 
transshipment observers.  Most of the fish were fully dressed, missing most identifying 
characteristics. He advocated for requiring the tuna to be left whole, which would facilitate 
positive identification to species, as he believed this was necessary to prevent tuna 
laundering.   

August 30, 2015: Keith made notations that Chung Kuo No. 858 “had cancelled due to death 
of Indo crew.”  On September 2, Keith reported more crewmember injuries: “Chung Kuo No. 
818 also cancelled…back to port…sick crew member.” 

September 5 or 6, 2015: Keith transmitted data to MRAG on schedule. 
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September 7, 2015: MRAG exchanged e-mails with Keith about disembarkation and travel 
plans. 

September 10, 2015: Keith recorded his last transshipment (Chung Kuo No. 818) and noon 
position: 

 

September 10, 2015, 12:50 – 14:05 PDT:  Keith disappeared and was presumed overboard. 

September 11, 2015: Original Message from the Victoria No. 168, reporting Keith’s 
disappearance: 

 

 

The Victoria No. 168 notified Gilontis Ocean Group headquarters eight hours after Keith 
disappeared, who then notified Rocmar Seafoods, the vessel’s agent, some hours later. 
Rocmar Seafoods notified MRAG 12 hours after Keith disappeared, who notified the US 
Coast Guard (USCG) 5 hours after that.  This clearly illustrates that immediate protocols 
need to be enacted for prompt reporting of missing, injured or ill observers. 

September 11, 2015: USCG briefed various investigative departments. USCG Investigative 
Service couldn’t do anything because there was no evidence a crime had been committed. 
Peru’s SRR (Search, Rescue and Recovery) couldn’t go beyond the 200 miles (Keith 
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disappeared 500 miles off Peru).  No assistance was available at he US Embassy in Peru or 
Ecuador.  The Joint Interagency Task Force and the JIATF – Counter Drug Officer was 
alerted.  A US C130 was approved for launching and could have arrived at the scene in 2 
hours.  They received clearance from US authorities but the plane was grounded in Peru for 
unknown reasons. 

September 12, 2015: The USCG asked for information about the Chung Kuo No. 818, as the 
“reporting source (assumed MRAG) had concern about possible people on board from 
longliner that could be catching a ride back to shore (these people are not part of the 
standard crew).”  This is important because potential suspects could have left the scene 
and the Chung Kuo No. 818 was never called into port or otherwise investigated. 

September 13, 2015: The Victoria No. 168 ended it’s 72 hour search for Keith, after which 
they made way for Manta, Ecuador but then changed plans to go to Panama (the vessel’s 
flag state) instead, which lead to an additional 4 days delay in the investigation. 

September 20, 2015 early AM: The Victoria No. 168 arrived in Panama. Panama had decided 
they would lead the investigation and left the Victoria No. 168 unattended overnight. 

September 21, 2015, AM: Panamanian authorities began investigation.  The Chung Kuo was 
finally contacted by radio by US authorities.  

September 27, 2015: The vessel allowed to leave for Ecuador to offload it’s fish.  The FBI 
met the vessel in Ecuador to inspect the hold because they were not allowed to do so in 
Panama. 

November 29, 2015: Despite an ongoing investigation by both Panama and the United 
States into Keith’s disappearance, MRAG Americas and IATTC placed another observer on 
board the Victoria No. 168 and business resumed as normal.   

May 25, 2016: The IATTC reported at its 90th meeting, that its transshipment observer 
program is “operating without any major problems.”   

October 12, 2016: Panama closed its investigation.  The FBI is keeping the case open. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Classifying Hazards To Observers: Analysing Current Training And Suggestions For 
Improvement  

Pat Carroll  

IAP World Service/ NMFS  

There are three readily identifiable hazards encountered by offshore observers.  These are 
the marine environment, which includes vessels and ocean survival, vessel crews and 
factory personnel, as well as Illness and various biohazards.  Observer training to address 
these distinct hazards, is allocated unequally, if at all, to the possible detriment of the 
observers and observer programs 
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The first and most obvious hazard to observers would be the rigors and perils of the marine 
environment. Commercial fishing is consistently ranked as the most dangerous occupation 
in the United States, and observers are trained accordingly.  A third or more of initial 
classroom and hands on training provided to new observers addresses this hazard.  This 
training is standardized within observer programs in the US, following guidelines established 
by AMSEA{Alaskan Marine Safety Education Association}.  This suite of training includes fire 
fighting, cold water survival and survival suits, signals, EPIRBs, as well as station bills, 
rescues, and Mayday calls.   This training involves both classroom lectures as well as hands 
on interaction with rafts, flares, and various types of PFDs, both on land and in pools.  
Typically initial observer safety training also involves presentations and interaction with the 
US Coast Guard who demonstrate and explain various rescue procedures as well as 
dewatering pumps.  All observers must pass this training to progress on to deployment, as it 
is vital to survival at sea during emergencies, and is taken very seriously by the observer 
programs.  This training often results in the observers being the most safety conscious and 
prepared person on the vessel in the advent of emergencies at sea. 

The second type of hazard to observers is the crews and associated fishing personnel.  This 
interpersonal hazard, which is very real, is inadequately addressed by current observer 
training.  Fishing crews, captains, owners, and factory workers come from a wide variety of 
backgrounds and personal histories that may be radically different from that of a newly 
trained fisheries observer. These individuals also have a different set of priorities than the 
observer which can lead to conflict, with potentially hazardous outcomes for the latter.  
Some attempt is made to train observers in conflict resolution, with classroom lectures and 
discussion, but there is little in the way of actual training to make them aware of the sorts of 
people they might encounter and what to do when things go wrong, and how to prevent 
them from going wrong in the first place.  What does one say to a person just released from 
15 years in prison for assault, who is sleeping on the bunk below, on a 35 foot fishing vessel 
out for two weeks?  How does one make the best first impression on Vietnamese shrimp 
boat?{take off your shoes when you enter the house}.   A general overview of the types and 
nationalities of the various participants in the local fishing industries might go a long way 
towards preparing observers for hazardous interpersonal situations.  This could be 
strengthened by having these participants, fishermen and captains, visit training classes to 
speak to new observers and perhaps give insight in how to behave and reduce potential 
conflict. 

The Third and final type of hazard encountered by observers are illness and biohazards..  
This type of hazard is addressed to some degree in certain  regions, due to necessity, as 
certain pathogens , have become more prominent, as in the case of MRSA or Methicillin-
resistant Staphylococcus aureus.  Other pathogens potentially encountered by observers 
include tuberculosis, hepatitis, influenza, meningitis, lice, and bed bugs.  A compounding 
factor for observers potentially exposed to these is the lack of immediate medical care 
presented by being offshore, as well as lack of knowledge about these hazards.  Another 
compounding factor for this type of hazard is the multinational character of many fisheries 
and plants.  Fisheries personnel come from many regions of the world where these diseases 
may be more prevalent or emergent, there by potentially exposing observers to them in the 
close quarters of vessels and plants.  Initiative could be taken by observer programs to 
develop base line testing and possible vaccination for these pathogens, as well as education 
about them.  Best hygiene practices should be developed and promulgated, as in the case of 
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MRSA, which is best prevented by frequent bathing and changes of clothing as well as 
bedding 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Abstracts of presentations that did not provide Extended Abstracts 

 

It’s Never Going To Happen To Me….until It Does: A Summary Of Safety Related Incidents 
Encountered By Observers In The Northeast Fisheries Observer Program  

Lauren Carroll and Mike Tork  

NOAA Fisheries, MA, United States  

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has adopted minimum safety 
training standards that have been deemed critical in preparing observers for the hazards 
associated with commercial fishing operations. These standards include risk awareness, 
emergency response, CPR/first aid, a comprehensive pre-trip safety checklist and at-sea 
survival training. This training is the most important aspect in preparing an observer for the 
job. However, it does not guarantee immunity from encountering emergencies while at sea. 
Since 2010, the United States Coast Guard (USCG) has documented over a thousand 
casualties, including 36 deaths, which have occurred in the northeast commercial fishing 
industry. A summary of the Northeast Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP) data shows that 
observers have reported 165 safety related incidents between 2010 and 2016. These 
include safety concerns (weather, unsafe vessel operation, etc.), flooding, fire, collisions, 
groundings and injuries. The actions demonstrated by observers when responding to these 
incidents highlight that the skills acquired during their NEFOP safety training play an integral 
role in mitigating emergency situations at sea. With this, we can surmise that safety culture 
and safety at sea in the commercial fishing industry may be enhanced by the presence of 
fisheries observers. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Sexual Harassment - Prevention and Education  

Jaclyn Smith1 and Julie Dale2  

1National Marine Fisheries Service Office for Law Enforcement, AK, United States, 
2Standing Together Against Rape, AK, United States  

Part of the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Office for Law Enforcement (OLE) 
mission is to investigate sexual harassment of observers. NMFS OLE has partnered with 
Standing Together Against Rape (STAR), a local Alaskan advocacy group, to address the 
sexual harassment that observers may face while on assignment. Together NMFS OLE and 
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STAR are fighting sexual harassment by increasing their efforts on prevention and 
education.  

There are three main groups that NMFS OLE and STAR are focused on. Observers are now 
being trained to recognized potential threats, and to handle conflicts that may arise due to 
personality conflicts. NMFS staff, including OLE, is being trained to provide support to 
observers and establish rapport with them in the field to develop a higher level of trust. 
Fishing industry tailored training will focus on improving the work environment, and will 
also address victim blaming culture. With the addition of prevention and education on 
sexual harassment, NMFS OLE and STAR are hoping to help develop a working environment 
observers can feel safe and secure in, and ultimately eliminate the risk of sexual 
harassment. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

An Analysis Of The Current Bed Bug (C. Lectularius) Infestation Occurring In The Hawaii-
based Longline Fleet And Its Effects  

Jennifer Schultes 

Pacific Islands Regional Observer Program, HI, United States  

This presentation will depict the current state of the bed bug (C. lectularius) infestation 
occurring within the Hawaii-based U.S. longline fleet. Through an analysis of NOAA historical 
records, extent and pervasiveness of the infestation will be determined. The presentation 
will also summarize the qualitative effects an infestation can have on work place safety and 
data quality. Finally, It will theorize potential strategies for managing an infestation from 
within a vessel and the fleet as a whole. 
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Session 5. Can observers effectively perform scientific AND compliance 
functions? 

 
Leader: Judy Dwyer 
 

In many observer programs, observers are expected to fulfil both scientific and compliance 
roles, recording scientific data on catches, bycatches and taking biological samples, whilst 
also recording any regulatory infractions that vessels and crews may make. This can place 
the observer in a difficult and often dangerous position and, it is thought, may have even led 
to fatalities. This session gathered and discussed the various ways and means of protecting 
observers from repercussions when they are collecting information on compliance 
breaches. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Oral Presentations - Extended Abstracts 

 

The Collection of Compliance Related Data by CCAMLR Scientific Observers 

Isaac Forster 

CCAMLR, Australia 

Introduction 

The Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) was 
established under the 1982 Convention of the same name. The CCAMLR Convention Area is 
extensive, covering approximately 11% of the world’s ocean, is remotely located in the 
southern ocean, and contains sensitive ecosystems that have been subjected to minimal 
anthropogenic disturbance relative to other ocean regions. Due to the remoteness, 
challenging environmental conditions, and the expense of accessing the Convention Area, 
relatively few independent scientific expeditions have been undertaken and the vast 
majority of the marine environment remains unsurveyed. 

CCAMLR practices an ecosystem based approach to fisheries management, outlined in the 
text of the CCAMLR Convention1 and also in the CCAMLR Conservation Measures2, a 
comprehensive set of regulations in the categories of compliance, general fishery matters, 
fishery regulations and protected areas. The details of several of these conservation 
measures require the deployment of Scientific Observers to gather data on both the target 
species, and the wider marine ecosystem, and to report on compliance with fishery 
regulations. 

Scheme of International Scientific Observation 

                                                             
1 https://www.ccamlr.org/en/organisation/camlr-convention-text 
2 https://www.ccamlr.org/en/conservation-and-management/conservation-measures 
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The CCAMLR Scheme of International Scientific Observation (SISO) 3 was established in 1992 
and is a key contributor to CCAMLR data, ensuring the CCAMLR Scientific Committee4 can 
provide the best available scientific advice and recommendations on ecosystem 
management to the Commission. The data collection requirements for SISO observers vary 
depending on the target catch species, the developmental stage of the fishery, and the 
particular area where the fishery takes place. In general the scientific data collected consist 
of a series of standard biometrics for both target catch and bycatch species, and 
observations of seabird and marine mammals encountered during fishing operations. 
Compliance related data collection includes verifying the design of, and monitoring the 
deployment of seabird and marine mammal mitigation devices, vessel waste management 
procedures, IUU vessel and gear sightings and general observations of vessel operations.  

Currently there are three commercial fisheries operating in the CCAMLR area. These are: 

x Patagonian and Antarctic Toothfish (Dissostichus eleginoides & Dissostichus 
mawsoni). 

x Mackerel Icefish (Champsocephalus gunnari) 

x Antarctic Krill (Euphausia superba) 

With the exception of the Antarctic Krill fishery, and in the exclusive economic zone fisheries 
of some Commission members, all SISO observers appointed to vessels must be of a 
different nationality to the flag state of the vessel. The logistics of the deployment of 
observers are conducted under a bilateral arrangement between the country deploying the 
observer and the flag state of the vessel, however terms of the appointment are conducted 
under the wording of the SISO5. The terms of SISO are clear that an observer is onboard a 
vessel “to observe and report on the operation of fishing activities in the Convention Area 
with the objectives and principles of the Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic 
Marine Living Resources in mind”. 

Using Observer Data for Compliance Evaluation 

CCAMLR implements measures to support the conservation and management of Antarctic 
living marine resources by reducing the risk harvesting activities may have on the 
sustainability of target species, on species taken incidentally as by-catch and on the marine 
ecosystem. CCAMLR seeks to achieve optimal levels of compliance with conservation and 
implements a range of measures to do this: 

x Vessel licensing. 

x Vessel Monitoring System (VMS). 

x Monitoring of vessel transhipments.  

x Monitoring of vessel movements (Convention Area and Port entry and exit 
notifications).   

                                                             
3 https://www.ccamlr.org/en/science/ccamlr-scheme-international-scientific-observation-siso 
4 https://www.ccamlr.org/en/science/scientific-committee 
5 https://www.ccamlr.org/en/document/publications/ccamlr-scheme-international-scientific-observation 
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x Catch Documentation Scheme for Dissostichus spp. 

x System of Inspection (at-sea and in port). 

x Compliance Evaluation Procedure. 

In 2012, CCAMLR adopted Conservation Measure 10-10 for the implantation of a 
Compliance Evaluation Procedure (CCEP). The CCEP evaluates Contracting Party 
implementation of, and compliance with, conservation measures in a responsible, open, 
transparent and non-discriminatory manner. The CCEP uses information provided to the 
Secretariat, as required under the CAMLR Convention, conservation measures and other 
rules and procedures including SISO submissions and the System of Inspection.  

Compliance issues are summarised by the Secretariat and provided to Members for 
response and are then collated and provided to the Commission for consideration. 
Compliance issues that observers have identified and reported to the Commission through a 
confidential cruise report template are included in this procedure. The observer’s name is 
kept confidential, and the issues are considered by the Standing Committee on 
Implementation and Compliance where representatives Contracting Parties, NCPs, NGO and 
industry are present.  

Compliance Issue Summary 

A summary of compliance issues with reported contributions from observers, from the past 
four complete compliance reporting periods is displayed in Figure 1, whilst Table 1 details 
the number port, at sea inspections and observed cruises.  

 

Figure 1: Total number of reported compliance issues and observer reported issues. 

  2013 2014 2015 2016* 

Port inspections 106 126 110 76 

At-sea inspections 20 24 17 15 
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Observed Cruises 113 119 116 59 

Table 1: Number of vessels inspections both in port and at sea, and number of observed 
cruises. 

* denotes incomplete period. 

Although a high number of compliance issues were identified in 2013 in comparison to the 
other three reporting periods, 49 of these were due the adoption of new VMS unit 
requirements. Discounting these issues, observers have contributed between 23% and 53% 
of all reported compliance issues over the last four years and contribute more information 
for the evaluation of compliance than the System of Inspection, despite there being fewer 
observed cruises than dedicated vessel inspections from statutory officers. 

Conclusion 

SISO appointed observers in CCAMLR fisheries undertake a dedicated scientific data 
collection program, providing data that is used for stock assessment purposes, and 
monitoring wider ecosystem effects from fishing activities. Observers also report data and 
observations on implementation and compliance issues, and the reporting procedure is 
undertaken through a confidential reporting template. In most CCAMLR fisheries SISO 
observers are not the same nationality as the flag state of the vessel, which may increase 
the opportunity for conflict with vessel’s officers and crew due to language or cultural 
differences. Therefore SISO observers are not dedicated compliance officers, and any issues 
reported by observers are only evaluated annually during the Commission meeting with 
representatives of the vessel’s flag state through the CCEP. This system ensures better 
safety for observers as they are not required to directly interact with vessels operators or 
owners on matters of compliance. Considerable numbers of compliance issues are raised by 
observers, and the SISO system of reporting forms an important component of the CCAMLR 
fisheries regulatory arrangements.        

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Connecting the dots: Lessons from the establishment of the PNA Observer Agency 

Duncan Souter6, David Byrom1, Dr Transform Aqorau7 

 

In September 2013 the Parties to the Nauru Agreement (PNA) Observer Agency (POA) 
commenced operation, with its main initial task to coordinate observer placements on purse 
seine vessels fishing under the Federated States of Micronesia Arrangement 
(FSMA).  Around 85 vessels are currently licensed under the FSMA, which allows them to 
fish in any of the EEZs of the eight south Pacific members of the PNA8 - an area almost 40% 
bigger than continental Europe. Vessels are subject to 100% observer coverage 

                                                             
6 MRAG Asia Pacific  
7 Parties to the Nauru Agreement Office 
8 Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands 
and Tuvalu. 
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requirements, as well as a range of regional (Western and Central Pacific Fisheries 
Commission; WCPFC) and sub-regional (FSMA) observer nationality restrictions9.  Since its 
establishment, the POA has successfully coordinated close to 40,000 observer sea days 
covering over 1400 trips.   

At the strategic and policy level, overall responsibility for the POA and FSMA rests with the 
CEO of the PNA Office, who takes decisions within a policy framework established by the 
PNA Parties.  At the operational level, day-to-day administration of the agency is undertaken 
by MRAG Asia Pacific in close coordination with the National Observer Coordinators from 
each of the PNA Parties (who also operate their own national observer programs for 
separate vessels).    

The POA operates in a geo-politically complex and dynamic developing-world environment 
with considerable logistical, administrative and communications challenges.  The program is 
coordinated across multiple countries, involving multiple layers of governance, and across 
multiple currencies, cultures and timezones. Successful operation of the Agency requires 
compliance with a complex suite of regional (WCPFC), sub-regional (PNA) and national 
regulations, as well as extensive coordination with regional and national fisheries 
administrations, the fishing industry, observers and logistical service providers throughout 
the Asia Pacific region. 

The relatively recent establishment of the POA offers a number of lessons in the design and 
delivery of contemporary observer programs, both at the strategic and operational levels, 
that have wider applicability particularly to those operating in challenging developing world 
environments.  Some of the main lessons are summarised below, many of which are inter-
related.      

x Take every practical opportunity to minimise risk – The POA operates in a complex 
mutli-stakeholder and multi-jurisdictional environment with considerable logistical 
and administrative challenges.  A key lesson learned from the early years of the POA 
is to take every opportunity to minimise risk across all aspects of the operation.  To 
that end, the POA has a range of measures in place across administrative, financial 
and operational components of the program to deal with uncertainty and actively 
minimise risk.  For example, at the program resourcing level industry cost recovery 
arrangements are structured to minimise the risk of non-payment (FSMA licenses are 
not issued until observer fees are paid) and of insufficient resourcing to cover fixed 
costs (industry costs are split according to fixed and variable costs, with full fixed 
costs for the year paid upfront).    At the administrative and operational levels, clear 
contractual rules that observers are paid only after submission of complete data sets 
mitigates the risk that data is not submitted;  

x Communication is key – strong communication is critical at all levels.  At the 
program management level, clear and active lines of communication between those 
responsible for day-to-day delivery (MRAG AP) and those with overall responsibility 
for the FSMA program (PNA CEO/Parties) and are essential to guide the strategic 
direction of the program and deal with issues as they arise (e.g. compliance breaches 

                                                             
9 For example, for the purposes of the FSMA, observers need to be PNA nationals from a country other than the 
Home Party (the sponsoring PNA state) of the vessel as a means of promoting independence and impartiality 
between the observer and vessel. 
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requiring investigation).  Moreover, regular performance reporting is essential to 
demonstrate the program is meeting operational goals. At the operational level, the 
importance of having staff available 24 hours a day, seven days a week and 365 days 
a year who can make quick operational level decisions cannot be overstated.  Under 
a regime of 100% observer coverage, where logistics and timing are critical and the 
program is coordinated across multiple timezones, it is essential that program 
coordinators capable of responding immediately to operational level issues (e.g. 
requests for observers, flight changes, observer advances, etc) are available at all 
times.  The POA’s experience suggests that delays in operational responses of even a 
few hours can result in arrangements spiralling out of control.  By contrast, 
responding immediately and professionally to operational issues builds confidence 
amongst all stakeholders that they are in good hands.  In practical terms, this means 
the ‘nerve centre’ of program coordination needs to be physically located in a place 
with reliable, power, internet and telephone ALL the time. A key complement to this 
is having a clear chain of command – there needs to be clarity around the types of 
decisions able to be taken by each staff member and who’s responsible for what;    

x Get good staff – Notwithstanding the obvious benefits of good administrative and IT 
systems, ultimately observer program management and coordination is still a 
people-driven thing. Nothing replaces good staff.  The lesson from the early years of 
the POA is to know what you’re looking for and get people with skills and 
temperament to suit.  In the environment in which the POA operates, temperament 
and personal integrity are paramount, as is the capacity to make good decisions on 
the run in a dynamic environment;     

x Keep it simple – In administratively and logistically challenging environments like the 
South Pacific, complex administrative and operational arrangements are doomed to 
failure (or at the very least inefficiency).  Where possible, administrative and 
operational arrangements should be kept simple.  Simplicity, in turn, helps builds 
stakeholder understanding and acceptance of the program (people don’t like what 
they don’t understand), builds robustness and resilience of the program (not 
everything has to go perfectly for things to work) and encourages administrative 
efficiency (staff aren’t spending their time explaining complex arrangements to 
stakeholders).  The POA was faced with a number of design challenges in its early 
days, and as a matter of policy, the simplest option was generally chosen (which our 
experience, at least to date, suggests has been the right approach). A good example 
is the structuring of payments for debriefing.  Two options were available – pay by 
the hour for debriefing or pay a flat fee per completed debrief.  Hourly payments 
would have required a system to monitor hours across multiple jurisdictions, which 
in practice were largely unverifiable.  Instead, a flat fee per completed debrief was 
chosen, with the fee set equivalent to the average amount paid according to hourly 
rate approach. Paying a flat fee is considerably simpler administratively, encourages 
efficiency in debriefing and assists in getting observers paid sooner;           

x Build in incentives to encourage the outcomes you want – The POA’s administrative 
and operational framework includes a range of measures that incentivise parties to 
achieve the program’s overall goals.  For example, the collection of high quality, 
accurately and timely data is a central objective of the FSMA Observer Program.  To 
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this end, POA observers are paid different rates according to the quality and 
timeliness of data submitted.  All observers are debriefed according to a standard 
regional framework and receive an overall score based on quality and completeness.  
Observers submitting their data on time and receiving higher debriefing scores are 
paid higher rates.    In 2016, a further incentive is being trialled whereby observers 
exhibiting good behaviour throughout a trip (e.g. full compliance with weekly 
reporting requirements, turn up on time to airports/debriefs etc) are paid a 
‘behaviour bonus’ in the form of a small additional sum for each sea day.  Incentives 
can also be honorary – for example, the POA operates a ‘golden caliper’ award given 
to the observer judged to be the best overall performer for the year based on data 
quality and behaviour.  

x Operational arrangements need to be dynamic (or ‘redundancy, redundancy, 
redundancy’) – Stuff breaks. People don’t show up.  Things go wrong.  It happens 
(sometimes often!).  In the early POA experience, the main lesson learned is to have 
in place multiple redundancies to account for uncertainty (e.g. Plans A, B, C and D for 
flight itineraries where there is a history of flight cancellation), and actively develop 
systems to minimise risk.  For example, an early problem for the POA was observers, 
often inexperienced with international travel, missing flights.  Missed flights do little 
to endear the POA to vessels (particularly given vessel can’t fish without an 
observer), cause staff untold and unnecessary stress, and ultimately costs someone 
money.  Most of the missed flights were happening in a few key transit ports, so 
within the first year we had established a network of agents, independent of fishing 
companies, to accompany observers to and from airports on time, and back and 
forth to transit accommodation.  The net result is that while the system costs money 
and missed flights will always be a threat, the number of actual flights missed has 
declined substantially and program coordinators are getting (slightly) more sleep;  

x Deal with misdemeanours hard and early – apart from dealing effectively with the 
initial incident, addressing misdemeanours either by observers and vessels both hard 
and early has the advantage of establishing a clear framework of behavioural 
expectations and sending a message to all stakeholders that the program is serious 
about integrity and high standards.  Word of the initial punishment inevitably 
spreads throughout observer and industry networks and serves to encourage 
positive behaviour from all stakeholders; 

x Invest in good quality information management systems (IMS) – put simply, good 
quality IMSs which are designed for purpose make life easier and programs more 
efficient.   While we commenced operations with a simple, in-house built Access 
database that capably handled the main administrative functions, the POA is now 
operating on a purpose built, second generation, web-based IMS that seamlessly 
integrates administrative, financial and operational functions, and allows access by 
multiple users across the different regional POA offices.  The lesson is that while 
good IMSs cost money upfront, a well-built system saves time and promotes 
efficiency in the long run;  

x Be aware of cultural differences and sensitivities – In the case of the POA, program 
coordinators are dealing day-to-day with national agency staff and observers from 



124 
 

eight different island nations, logistical service providers in multiple transit ports and 
fishing company representatives, most of whom are Asian nationals.  There are 
considerable differences in culture and interests between the different stakeholders, 
particularly between Asian fishing company representatives and Pacific Island 
observer staff.  Program coordinators need to understand and be sensitive to such 
differences and make acceptable compromises where necessary to ensure the 
smooth operation of the program;       

x Don’t skimp on good financial systems – Having robust, accurate and reliable 
financial systems is the minimum price of entry for anyone aspiring to administer an 
observer program. While stakeholders will often cut a program manager some slack 
on operational type issues, no such leeway exists on financial issues (nor should 
there be).  Having strong, efficient financial systems builds confidence in the 
professionalism of the program and builds support amongst observers.  One of the 
most common complements the POA receives is its capacity to ensure observers get 
paid efficiently.        

x Build a culture of continual improvement – despite the best planning in the world, 
no program gets it perfectly right from the beginning.  Some things don’t work as 
well as they should and circumstances change.  Programs need to be sufficiently 
nimble to adapt to changing circumstances and have active programs in place to 
identify opportunities for continual improvement.  The early history of the POA has 
been one of continual refinement and development of systems to optimise 
performance, deal with unforeseen challenges and minimise risks.  Formal systems 
are in place through MRAG AP’s ISO 9001 certified Quality Management System to 
identify opportunities for improvement of administrative and operational systems, 
while a number of structures have been established (e.g. Annual PNA Coordinator’s 
Workshops) to review performance and discuss future improvements.   

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Finding A Balance Between Scientific and Enforcement Data Collection 

Andrew Whatley 

NOAA Southeast Observer Program, TX, United States 

Observers can be an effective tool for enforcement (compliance), however, regional 
variations between programs and safety should be acknowledged when determining the 
scope of responsibilities.  The number one job for any observer, in any region, is to safely 
collect scientifically unbiased data reflective of a fishery. The most important compliance 
duties should be prioritized to avoid compromising data collection responsibilities and be 
consistent between regions. Some examples of compliance that would qualify based on 
these guidelines are documenting Marine Pollution (MARPOL) violation data, blatant fishing 
violations (usually gear related), compliance with observer’s work and safety, and violations 
of the Marine Mammal Protection Act and Endangered Species Act.  
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Additional compliance duties for observers should be decided on a regional and program 
basis due to the complexity of regional specific issues. Observers in the Southeast United 
States (SE) Reef fish and Shrimp By-Catch Observer Program cover 7 distinct fisheries, are 
placed on vessels that range in size from 18.5’ to 104’ long, and depart from ports ranging 
from the Mexico/Texas border to Key West, FL in the Gulf of Mexico and the southeastern 
Atlantic coast as far north as the North Carolina/Virginia border (Figure 1).  For enforcement 
purposes, this area spans eight distinct bodies of State Waters and two separately Federal 
Managed Waters. The number of rules, regulations, and laws that span these multiple areas 
can differ significantly for the different fisheries. For example, a fisheye Bycatch Reduction 
Device (BRD) used in the shrimp fishery in Texas state waters must be at least 36 square 
inches and no more than 12 meshes off center (TPWD, 2016). Conversely, in South Carolina 
a BRD only has to be 18 square inches and no more than 15 meshes off center (SCDNR, 
2016). I believe it is unfeasible to require observers to know all of the laws and regulations 
throughout this region.  

To better allocate compliance duties, the SE observer programs and the regional NOAA 
Office of Law Enforcement (OLE) created a list of violations that are specific to the SE and 
assigned them with a low, medium, and high severity qualification (Table 1; NMFS, 2016). 
The majority of the list is clearly defined and is directly compatible with information 
observers are already gathering. I believe there are still some violations on the list that 
observers may be unaware of due to their complexity and ever changing statuses. A few 
examples include; size limits, spatial infractions, species specific open/closed seasons, and 
specific Individual Fishing Quota (IFQ) landing information.   

Another possible issue with increasing observer’s enforcement duties is observer safety. 
Individuals or vessels with documented violations could potentially retaliate against the 
observer who reported them. Current protocol in the SE allows the captain and/or owner to 
have limited personal information such as the observer’s full name, private cell phone 
number, vehicle type and license plate number. To compound the issue, if the vessel and 
observer’s home base are located in the same locale the opportunity for retaliation may be 
more likely. With today’s technology, even living several states away from the vessel port 
may not prevent retaliation incurred from compliance reporting. 

In summary, I believe there are universal violations that observers can report for all regions. 
However, each region has their own set of unique problems/obstacles and should be 
allowed to develop an observer’s role in enforcement.  As an Observer Program the 
question becomes, when do observers stop being field scientists and become enforcement 
agents?  

Table 1. Compliance violations by category referenced as low, medium, or high priority by 
OLE used by the SE United States Observer Programs. (NMFS, 2016). 

 

Violation Observed 
 

Violation 
 

OLE Comments 

 
Handling prohibitions 

 
Smalltooth sawfish 

 
Medium ‐> High (i.e.  take or negligent handling) 

 
Gear violations 

 
Required fishing gear (non‐stainless steel circle hooks) 

 
Low ‐> Medium (i.e.  using majority illegal hooks) 
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Gear violations 

 
BRD requirements 

 
High (uninstalled, sewn shut, dysfunctional, etc.) 

 
Gear violations 

 
TED  violations (angles, openings, etc.) 

 
High (angle, bent bar, undersized opening, etc.) 

 
Gear violations 

 
Reef fish  as bait/filleted at seas 

Medium to High level (unless filleted for consumption at 
sea). Fact specific 

 
Gear violations 

Use  of illegal gear (reef fish  longline, buoy gear, fish 
traps) 

High (Fish traps) Longline/buoy gear dependent on 
location 

 
Gear violations 

 
Not  in possession of required turtle handling devices 

 
Low; Fix‐It, SS,  VW, WW, etc. 

 
Gear violations 

 
Marking of all floats with vessel name and  number 

 
Low; Fix‐It, SS,  VW, WW, etc.  unless blatant disregard 

 
Handling prohibitions 

 
Harassing marine mammals, turtles, seabirds 

 
High 

 
Handling prohibitions 

Attempting to purposefully injure marine mammals, 
turtles, seabirds 

 
High 

 
Observer compliance 

Failure to take an observer when selected due  to no 
communication,  inadequate/unsafe conditions, etc. 

 
High 

 
Observer compliance 

 
Harass, intimidate, obstruct an observer 

 
High 

 
Observer compliance 

 
Assault an observer 

 
High 

 
Retention Limits 

 
Retain a marketable species under the  size  limit 

 
Low ‐> Medium (Species specific, significant disregard) 

 
Retention Limits 

Retain a marketable catch in an amount greater than 
allowed 

Low level; Depends on species and  if catch limit is certain 
amount of fish   or significant disregard for regulations. 

 
Retention Limits 

 
Retain a marketable catch during a closed season 

 
High (Species and/or Quantity specific) 

 
Retention Limits 

 
Retain a prohibited species 

 
High (Species and/or Quantity specific) 

 
Retention Limits 

 
Offload of IFQ  species prior to allowable times 

 
Medium ‐> High 

 
Retention Limits 

 
Offload of IFQ  species at non‐approved landing location 

 
Medium ‐> High 

 
Spatial violation 

 
Fish in a closed area 

 
High 
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Figure 1. Coverage Area for Southeastern United States Observer Program (NMFS, 2016). 

NMFS. 2016. Characterization of the U.S. Gulf of Mexico and southeastern Atlantic otter 
trawl and bottom reef fish fisheries. Observer Training Manual. NMFS, Southeast Fisheries 
Science Center, Galveston Laboratory, Galveston, TX. (available at 
http://www.galvestonlab.sefsc.noaa.gov/forms/observer/obs_training_manual_5_2016.pdf
) 

SCDNR. 2016. South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR). Summary of 
Commercial Trawling Laws. (available at 
http://www.dnr.sc.gov/licenses/pdf/fy2016trawlrulesandmaps.pdf) 

TPWD. 2016. Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD). Texas Commercial Fishing 
Guide.(available at 
http://tpwd.texas.gov/publications/pwdpubs/media/pwd_bk_v3400_0074.pdf) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The synergistic relationship between compliance monitoring and scientific data collection 
in the North Pacific Observer Program 

Melanie M. Rickett 

North Pacific Observer Program, Fisheries Monitoring and Analysis, National Marine 
Fisheries Service, National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration 
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Vessels fishing in the North Pacific federally managed fisheries are required to carry 
observers on some or all trips. Observers are responsible for collecting catch and biological 
data used in real-time management of these fisheries. On catcher processor vessels that 
both fish and process their catch at sea, the designated observer sample stations in the 
catch processing factory enhances the observer’s ability to collect high quality scientific 
data. The presence of real time video monitoring of fish holds widens the visual scope at the 
sampling station and allows observers to detect sorting of species of interest from the catch 
prior to sampling, hence preventing one source of bias in the data collections. These two 
systems work in tandem to allow the observer to conduct data collection and compliance 
monitoring simultaneously. Although the North Pacific Observer Program (Observer 
Program) is able to utilize the sample station and the video monitoring system on larger 
vessels, it may be possible to implement a similar system on smaller catcher vessels in other 
parts the North Pacific and other regions. With the right regulations this type of platform 
can be recreated on smaller vessels with a simple camera system, and a designated location 
for observers to collect and work up scientific data. 

Scientific data collection 

Catcher processors participating in Limited Access Privilege Program (LAPP) fisheries are 
required by regulation to have an observer sampling station. These observer sample 
stations are a designated area on a vessel where the observer processes (counts, weighs, 
measures, etc.) samples. In addition to the required sample station, these vessels use 
motion compensated flow scales to record the cumulative weight of catch flowing into the 
vessel’s processing plant. Observer sampling stations must meet a specific set of 
requirements before they can be certified by the Observer Program, such as minimum work 
space (not to be <4.5m2), table and motion-compensated platform scale (MCP) height 
restrictions, flowscale readout visibility, non-slip floor types, adequate amount of lighting, 
access to a water source, and unobstructed access to catch. Observer sampling stations are 
certified by Fisheries Monitoring and Analysis division staff and motion compensated scales 
are certified by NMFS Alaska Regional Office staff. Certification is good for one year from 
the date the observer sampling station or motion compensated scale was approved1.   

Since 1992, the addition of a designated observer sample station in the catcher processor 
factory has increased the observer’s ability to collect high quality scientific data. These 
designated observer sample stations were introduced as part of the Community 
Development Quota (CDQ) program, which is a LAPP whereby permits are issued to Alaskan 
communities to harvest a quantity of fish representing a portion of the total allowable catch 
(TAC). The purpose of these stations was to give observers a low traffic area close to the 
sample collection point with specific equipment requirements, including MCP, thus ensuring 
the observer’s ability to collect accurate data1. The observer can collect samples of the catch 
while monitoring the flow of fish from the hold and has sufficient space to process those 
samples, recording species composition and obtaining biological tissues. The addition of 
these observer sampling stations has increased the observer’s ability to collect high quality 
scientific data. 

The observer sample stations have evolved over time in response to regulatory changes and 
currently are required on all catcher processors participating in any LAPP. The sample 
station itself provides a platform from which observers can monitor the flow of fish prior to 



129 
 

or during catch sorting (Figure1). Additionally, the sample station gives observers the ability 
to watch for potential sources of sampling bias such as presorting of catch or mechanical 
bias (example: incline belts). Some sample stations are now required to have cameras and 
video monitors strategically located so that the observer can watch for such biases when 
clearing the belts before and after sample collections. 

Compliance Monitoring 

As early as 2008, new regulations incorporated real time video monitoring into the sampling 
station, allowing the observer to conduct data collection and compliance monitoring 
simultaneously. Video monitoring systems widen the visual scope at the sampling station, 
allowing observers to watch for species of interest being removed from the catch prior to 
sampling, which prevents one source of bias in the catch estimate. 

There are two types of video monitoring systems that observers work with when deployed 
on vessels fishing in the North Pacific. The first is the bin monitoring system which was 
implemented on the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands (BSAI) catcher processor trawler fleet 
(in the non-pollock fishery) in 2008. The bin monitoring systems are a series of cameras that 
help observers monitor for sample biasing and prohibited species presorting that may occur 
in the live tanks (or fish holds) prior to or during sample collections. The second type is the 
salmon monitoring system, which was implemented in 2009 on the American Fisheries Act 
(AFA) BSAI pollock catcher processors and mothership fleet. These cameras capture the 
movement of salmon from the moment fish enter the factory to when they are sorted and 
placed into the certified salmon bins. 

In the BSAI non-pollock catcher processor trawlers, there are two bin monitoring system 
options. Option 1 (limited tank access) does not allow anyone into the fish holds without the 
observer’s prior knowledge, and not during sampling periods. Option 2 (video bin 
monitoring), is a series of cameras inside the live tanks and allows the observer to see all 
crew activity in the bins. This video is kept on board for 120 days and can be reviewed by 
the NMFS Alaska Regional Office or Office of Law Enforcement (OLE) upon request. The 
required monitoring systems were put into place to help observers not only detect sampling 
bias, but also monitor for compliance of prohibited species sorting. 

In 2011 salmon bin monitoring was implemented into the observer program. The purpose of 
this video monitoring system is to help monitor the sorting of salmon in the factories from 
the point where fish enter the factory and salmon are moved into the designated bins. With 
the increased importance on salmon numbers, observers could not be expected to monitor 
all hauls for salmon bycatch in addition to maintaining their current duties. These cameras 
allow for the crew to do the sorting of salmon and the observers to verify total count at the 
end of each haul. With the video monitoring system, the observer can continue to collect 
other biological data, and Alaska Regional Office staff can review video if there is any 
indication that salmon are not being accounted for within the catch. 

Synergistic Interaction 

Historically, sample biases such as presorting of organisms (specifically prohibited species 
such as halibut) and crew sorting in the fish bins have resulted in a decrease in data quality, 
increased intimidation, and sometimes hostile work environment for observers. Observers 
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can use the video monitoring systems to verify that there are no sample biases occurring in 
the fish bins prior to collecting species composition data. In the past, observers would 
address this issue with crew and keep documentation of the incidents, which was then 
reported to Observer Program staff at the completion of the deployment. Observers who 
deal with sampling bias issues in the field might find themselves in situations that could be 
intimidating or worse yet hostile. It was the observer’s word and documentation that OLE 
used to investigate sampling bias and harassment cases. Now, with video monitoring in the 
fish bins, observer documentation can be supported by the video surveillance. While 
observers use the real time monitoring for scientific data collection, OLE and the Alaska 
Regional Office use the hard drive video backup for compliance monitoring. The real time 
view provides observers the ability to report potential violations and compliance issues. 
Additionally, OLE and the Alaska Regional Office can request video from the hard drive to 
monitor for compliance without directly implicating the observer. Detecting these kinds of 
biases can allow the observer to notify vessel personnel, Observer Program staff, OLE, and 
sometimes industry to resolve compliance issues before situations escalate. Ultimately 
these video systems allow the observer the ability to focus on the scientific data collection 
and minimizing sample bias without the stress of playing a direct compliance role. 

Sampling stations give observers the optimal platform for collecting unbiased data in a 
factory setting. With the introduction of compliance video systems observers can now 
monitor for compliance and collect biological data simultaneously. Due to the way 
compliance monitoring is regulated and recorded, observers can aid in reporting compliance 
issues in real time and the video footage that is recorded can help confirm a potential 
violation without putting observers in the middle of the investigations. The video records 
can support observer statements, effectively adding corroborating evidence to observer 
testimony.  

Ultimately observers can focus on the scientific data and let the monitoring systems 
document the compliance issues. With the observer reporting compliance issues inseason 
(near real time communications between observers and advisors) while fishing is occurring, 
the vessel personnel, Observer Program staff, OLE, and sometimes industry can work more 
closely together to resolve sampling issues before they become a larger problem. The real 
time reporting can potentially improve data quality while discouraging intimidation, and 
improving the work environment for observers. 
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Figure 1: Layout of Typical Observer Sampling Station with Salmon Bin Monitoring 

Sources: 

1. (AFSC) Alaska Fisheries Science Center/ 2016 Observer Sampling Manual. Fisheries 
Monitoring and Analysis Division, North Pacific Groundfish Observer Program. AFSC, 
7600 Sand Point Way  

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Highlights From A Marriage Of Science And Compliance In The North Pacific 

Mr Nathaniel LAGERWEY, Ms Jaclyn Smith, Alicia Miller 

NOAA Fisheries 

Abstract 

Staff from the Alaska Division of the NOAA Office of Law Enforcement (OLE) and the North 
Pacific Observer Program (Observer Program) work together daily to accomplish goals of 
observer protection, data collection, and resource management in the North Pacific. The 
OLE utilizes compliance data collected by observers to support the Observer Program and 
shared resource management objectives. This presentation will focus on some mechanics of 
this collaboration and approaches used by the OLE.  

The presentation is intended for Theme 5. Can observers effectively perform scientific AND 
compliance functions? It will be structured to share ideas from the North Pacific and to seek 
ideas from other programs. The goal is to strengthen the understanding of science and 
compliance roles in fisheries and to demonstrate a successful marriage of those roles. 
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Presenter, Nathan Lagerwey, is the Deputy Special Agent in Charge for the OLE in Alaska. He 
began his career as an observer prior to beginning 16 years in fisheries law enforcement. 
Lagerwey is a trainer on observer topics and his investigations have focussed on cases that 
directly impact observers and/or observer data. 

Introduction 

I, Alicia Miller, provided this presentation about the highlights of the success of the 
observer’s dual role in science and compliance in the North Pacific. I stepped in for Mr. 
Nathan Lagerwey who was unable to attend the conference. I am a fishery management 
specialist for the Alaska Regional office and I have specialized in working with the North 
Pacific Fishery Observer Program in Alaska for the last 9 years. Started my career as an 
observer before becoming a part of the Observer Liaison office, working for the Alaska 
Division Office for Law Enforcement. I have provided training to observers on compliance 
monitoring and reporting as well as written regulations to support the implementation of 
the Observer Program in Alaska.   

Collaborative response 

The North Pacific Observer Program has a very close and cooperative relationship with the 
Alaska Region Office for Law Enforcement. NOAA Law enforcement investigate and 
prosecute fisheries violations and what I’ll be describing to you today is how that 
cooperative relationship works to provide support to observers when they need it most. 
Observers are in a uniquely vulnerable position on a fishing vessel and this can be 
exacerbated by the observer’s role in compliance monitoring. An Observer’s role in Alaska 
has long incorporated elements of both science and compliance into the osberver’s data 
collection duties and this is made possible in part because of the collaborative and 
established response if an observer feels unsafe or threatened on a vessel.  

The collaborative response between the North Pacific Observer Program and Law 
Enforcement is the result of many years of partnership, training, mutual respect and 
understanding of the needs and objectives of all parties involved and includes the following 
steps:  

Recognition – An observer recognizes that the situation and circumstances are beyond 
conflict resolution and decides to ask for help due to threatening circumstances.   

Report – Observers are provided contact information for NOAA OLE, USCG, and Observer 
Program staff, so someone is available to receive this type of phone call at all times.   

Procedures – No matter who receives the call, there are established routines for who must 
be notified and when. This type of phone call sets of a series of events where additional 
information is gathered, so that assets can be inventoried to inform those involved with 
making a plan. All involved have received training on how to provide immediate first 
response support to an observer.   

A Plan – A group of essential individuals are gathered to determine a plan to assist an 
observer who has reported a threatening situation. The group evaluates information 
available, logistical options to secure the observer’s safety and then executes the plan, 
removing the observer from danger and providing the observer with advocacy information 
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and space to process the event. The specific course of action will depend on the severity of 
the situation, the location of the event, and the available resources in the area. An observer 
reporting a threatening situation on a vessel at sea may be removed from the vessel by the 
USCG, Alaska State Troopers, or the vessel may be directed to go to the nearest port under 
strict orders to not have contact with the observer while maintaining communication as 
much as possible with the observer.   

Support – The Liaison office, Observer Program staff and the observer’s employer are the 
main resources for support following an event such as this. Periodic victim advocacy training 
has been scheduled to maintain a supportive environment.  

History of the Liaison office 

Beginning in the late 1990s, the Liaison office was established by a formal agreement 
between the Observer Program and Law enforcement Agencies in Alaska. NOAA office for 
Law Enforcement first assigned an Agent to specifically investigate and track complaints 
submitted by Observers. This program has grown through the years with at least seven 
different Agents, several Enforcement officers, and a contractor assigned to the Observer 
Liaison office in Anchorage and Seattle. The liaison office has been co-located with the 
Observer Program staff since 1999, sharing office space with observer program staff. This 
co-location allows for easy maintenance of the cooperative relationship between the 
observer program and law enforcement and also provides observers and program staff with 
immediate access to Agents and officers in the event a response is needed. The liaison office 
ensures that there is a small group of people that sufficiently understand the goals and 
objectives of both the Observer Program and law enforcement to assist and facilitate 
interactions between the two.  

Challenges 

Limited law enforcement resources have always been a concern that requires law 
enforcement to prioritize which reports are investigated. Reports of Harassment and 
Interference have always been a high priority. An initial challenge was to establish methods 
and protocols for how reports would be filed and tracked. A searchable database was 
created to house statements written by observers and facilitate tracking the outcome of 
those complaints. Evidence preservation is another challenge necessitating clear procedures 
for how to recognize evidence and preserve the chain of custody.  The establishment and 
training of these procedures is essential to ensuring that this program functions smoothly.  

The North Pacific Observer Program is a large observer program in the United States. In 
recent years, the program has deployed over 400 individual observers for more than 40,000 
days at sea each year resulting in the creation of more than 1,500 compliance statements 
forwarded to the various law enforcement agencies each year. The collaborative 
relationship between the Observer Program and Law Enforcement continues to evolve and 
adapt and this a key component that supports the observer’s dual role in science and 
compliance in the North Pacific.  

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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How Transparency Helps Keep Observers Safe 

By Elizabeth Mitchell and Simione Cagilaba 

Association for Professional Observers (APO) 

Fisheries observers collect critical independent information that allows fisheries managers 
to make decisions based on sound scientific data.  Observers work primarily at sea, 
alongside commercial fishermen in a demanding and unforgiving environment, facing the 
same difficult and dangerous work conditions as the fishermen.  Additionally their 
responsibilities include reporting on compliance to fisheries regulations that cannot be 
collected by any other means.  They collect biological information on commercial catches 
that could impact future operations and profitability of the vessel.  Because of this, they 
sometimes face obstacles and interference from those same fishermen in completing their 
duties, which can manifest in the form of threats, intimidation, bribery attempts, 
harassment and even violence toward the observer.  
 
Why observer harassment and other witnessed violations are of public concern. 
 
The ocean’s fisheries are publicly owned and we rely on fisheries managers to responsibly 
manage them.  Accountability must be the cornerstone of responsibly managed observer 
programs.  It is the very reason independent fisheries observers exist in the first place, so 
assurance of accountability must be in place at every level of the observer program. If 
observers are not able to effectively complete their duties (due to interference or worse), 
the fisheries managers are not getting the necessary information they need.  Likewise if 
observer program staff is not responsive to the observer’s needs, the observer cannot 
effectively operate in such a potentially hostile environment and the program isn’t achieving 
its goal.  This, of course, is of public interest.  
 
Oversight of fisheries monitoring programs is necessary to make sure that observers receive 
adequate support to effectively and safely carry out their duties, free from violence and 
interference.  Transparency imparts the necessary confidence to the observer community 
and the public that the agency is monitoring the observers’ safety to ensure that they may 
continue to successfully report on this critical information.  If observers lack confidence in 
the system that is supposed to represent and protect them, they cannot be expected to do 
their job appropriately or effectively.  Likewise, without transparency, the public will not 
have confidence in the veracity of the fisheries monitoring program.  Securing the 
confidence of the public, and of the observers reporting the information, can only be 
achieved through an open and transparent reporting system.   
 
Yet most observer programs in the world do not report on observer harassment or 
compliance information in a systematic or transparent way.  Many observer programs also 
require observers to be sworn to secrecy with threats of punishment should they violate 
rules of engagement with the public.  This secrecy surrounding what observers experience 
and witness misleads the general public about the true challenges in attaining sustainable 
fisheries. 
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Our organization regularly hears from observers who are facing problems in their programs. 
Some observers have experienced their employers blaming them instead of investigating 
the reported violation(s).  This is especially problematic when there is no direct evidence or 
it is the word of the observer against many crewmembers.  Others found that the entire 
chain of command conspired against them – the vessel personnel, the observer employer, 
the port coordinator, and a multitude of agencies and/or departments that deny culpability 
for the observers’ welfare.  Some observers decide not to formally report the harassment 
but rather to ‘tough it out’ because they know there will be no consequence for the vessel 
and no safeguards in preventing their re-assignment to the vessel that committed the 
violation.  In these cases, they justifiably imagine the harassment will continue or get worse. 
Meanwhile, the public remains ignorant to the details of these hardships that observers 
endure.  The vessel is sent a message that: observers aren’t going to report the violations; if 
they do, the system is weighted in the vessel’s favor; observer harassment and interference 
is acceptable; and, that they can brazenly continue this behavior without public scrutiny, 
despite agency statements to the contrary. 
 

Regional Fisheries Management Organizations – A Special Danger to Observers 

The lack of transparency in Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMO) and other 
internationally managed fisheries pose a special danger to observers. RFMOs are managed 
by consensus and any member state can withhold information collected by the observer 
without consequence.  Observers can find themselves on vessels that are registered through 
‘flags of convenience’10.  Observers are offered little, if any, protection, and jurisdiction of 
responsibility toward their welfare is confusing.  Last year a long-time observer, Keith Davis, 
disappeared during an Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission transshipment observer 
program assignment and is presumed to have died, possibly murdered.  There were 
jurisdictional questions, multi-national stakeholders and a lack of direct communication 
between the observer and his employer.  This led to an international maelstrom of denial of 
culpability and a stalemate in the investigation.  Keith is the third observer to have died 
under suspicious circumstances within the last year under the management of various 
RFMOs.  Observer harassment and interference or even observer deaths are not 
transparently reported by these agencies and are not demanded by the member states.  

Observers monitoring RFMO fisheries have witnessed terrible human tragedies: 
crewmembers being bound to prevent self-harm due to mental trauma from extensive 
periods at sea; death from medical neglect, where the crewman was not even afforded a 
final burial in his home country; fishermen jumping overboard and swimming to the 
transshipment vessel to escape the vessel they had been trapped on for two years; and 
withholding proper nutrition and clean drinking water. The RFMO transshipment vessels are 
facilitating this treatment by delivering human “cargo” to vessels that stay indefinitely at sea 
and these observers are witnessing it.  They are placed in the midst of human trafficking, 
drug running, firearms trade, and other illegal acts and the observer is expected to stay 
silent.  The consumer meanwhile remains ignorant to these atrocities.  

The Need for Public Oversight of Fisheries Monitoring Programs 
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These are publicly owned resources and the public depends on fisheries agencies to manage 
the fisheries responsibly.  These agencies employ observers to collect this information.  If 
observers are ‘disappearing’, the agencies are not getting the necessary data they need to 
manage the fisheries responsibly.  If observers are witnessing human trafficking, the fishery 
is not sustainable.  So, aside from the obvious moral duty that these agencies have to 
transparently report on these hardships and illegal activity occurring under their 
management, they aren’t getting the data they need to manage the fishery responsibly.  
Human trafficking, shark-finning, drug-running, setting nets on whales, and other illegal 
fishing activities reported by observers, in the course of catching fish for our dinner table, is 
certainly of public interest and requires closer public engagement in our fisheries 
monitoring programs.  Public engagement is necessary to develop solutions to: 1) ensure 
observers are able to record this information safely; and, 2) develop transparent solutions 
to tackle the problems they are reporting. 

See, EJF (2009) Lowering the Flag - Ending the use of Flags of Convenience by Pirate Fishing 
Vessels. London 
http://ejfoundation.org/sites/default/files/public/Lowering%20the%20flag.pdf 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Open Discussion Session 

 

1. Gwynne Schnaittacher, AK Division: Any statistics on regional reports from observers, on 
harassment, etc.?  

x Liz Mitchell - No, but it would be good to have records on that, globally. A Public 
Employee NGO exists. 

x Jaclyn Smith - Stats like that are available at alaskafisheries.alaska.gov 

x Karl Staich – 23 observer programs in the Pacific (WCPFC area) have to report on all 
instances on intimidation, etc, since 2007. All this information is publically available. 

2. Amy Williams, DFO commented that having observers have a compliance function also 
adds to the social license of fishing industry.  Requested clarification from Andrew Whatley: 
What types of changes in fishing habits did you see when you introduced compliance 
functions?  

x Andrew Whatley – Change in gear type or trip length to avoid having to take an 
observer. 

3. Danielle Rivay from Intl. Pacific Halibut Commission: Toothfish is listed as an exploratory 
fishery in Antarctica. It is an important fish, do you consider it sustainable? And is there 
back-up for observers in remote areas? 

x Isaac Forster – characterization of exploratory vs established fisheries is done on a 
regional basis. Exploratory fishing rules are much stricter. In terms of sustainability, 
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CAMLR is trying to establish a baseline for toothfish to better set quotas and 
management measures. There is still some illegal fishing but it has been greatly 
reduced. He would not feel bad eating toothfish. 

4. Howard McElderry, Archipelago Marine Services: Use of video for bins/salmon bycatch - 
real applications in a lot of places, different than EM, in background, good for security & 
data quality, but strength relies on audits, quality of imagery 

x Melanie Rickett – regulations require the quality of image must be 5 to 7 frames per 
second plus a minimum resolution. Both of these are verified during the audit 
process. Information can be pulled in close to real time. 

5. Ernesto from IATTC - update for Liz on stats and compliance - Since 2000, IATTC also 
managed bycatch program for dolphins, with protocols including compliance reporting from 
observers, report presented and available to public every October from iatcc.org. Reports 
about interference, harassment, bribes, etc. are openly discussed. Each issue is taken up by 
flag, so each member nation must react/respond accordingly. Also, Ernesto wanted to 
express that he feels ashamed that his organization has not adopted such good safety 
regulations, as quickly as the WCPFC has, in response to the tragedy with Keith Davis, and 
that it is up to the member countries to propose such new regulations, as well as accept 
them, not up to the staff.  

6. Liz wondering where Keith Davis' disappearance was reported? Liz says that under 
transshipment, there were "no problems" reported. 

7. Ruben Beazley, Seawatch Observer, Newfoundland, Canada - commented that he feels 
compliance and collecting data are one and the same and that compliance affects data 
collection and needs government support. He felt the problem lies in government’s 
response to issues when they arise. Asked if anyone has seen observer data being used to 
charge vessels? 

x Isaac Forster- in CAMLR, charges have been laid, but it is done with the country not 
the individual vessel.  

x Jaclyn Smith, OLE, Alaska - yes, in Alaska, information collected from observers can 
be used as supporting evidence for compliance issues and has been used to 
prosecute. Observers are trained to recognize issues and if they see obvious 
violations, they should speak up to "assist" in compliance versus trying to 
enforce. Otherwise, they document and report.  

x Duncan Souter- yes, observer info used to investigate and is passed on to each 
country, also formal process "Gen 3 Form" for FFA countries and risk assessments 
done from that data - recently used to look at IUU fishery and the observer data was 
the best data set.  

8. David O'Brian, DFO – They are exploring the idea of introducing a compliance role in the 
dockside monitoring program in recreational fisheries, asking for license numbers, etc. 
Initially they had a strong negative response, but it has improved. Has anyone else tried 
this? 
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x Isaac Forster, CCAMLR- Different, because usually vessel by vessel and different 
crews, so not as linear. 

9. Victor Ngcongo, CapFish, South Africa - How do you ensure that observers do not take on 
the role of compliance officer? Also, how do you avoid observers becoming an advisors to 
vessel masters, to avoid things like "The observer told me to do this." 

x Melanie Rickett - In training, observers are told not to interpret regulations, to 
instead give follow-up contact information to boat 

x Victor added that the way they deal with this issue is with increased communication 
- attend pre-sail briefing, explain observer role & duties, what's allowed, what's not 
allowed, etc. This has been very successful and now fewer conflicts on vessels.  

10. Lara from International Pacific Halibut Commission – In Alaska they are hearing 
complaints from vessel masters that the observer did not inform them of violations, but 
reported them after the fact resulting in fines. How do you balance the process and safety 
of the observer with establishing a positive relationship with vessels? What is the priority? 

x Jaclyn Smith, OLE – it was a big adjustment in Alaska when observers were added to 
the Halibut fishery. There was significant outreach conducted, but the focus was on 
getting observers out there. Still facing difficulties because although the program 
began in 2013 there are still vessels getting an observer for the first time. Ultimately 
the priority is collecting data and improving data quality. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Poster Presentations – Extended Abstracts 

 

Science and Compliance; How to find the balance? Multi-use Data Allows an Observer to 
Perform Scientific and Compliance Functions 

Alicia Miller 

Sustainable fisheries Division, Alaska Regional Office, National Marine Fisheries Service, 
Juneau, Alaska. 

Abstract 

Data collected by observers deployed on vessels and processors participating in the diverse 
groundfish and halibut fisheries of the Bering Sea and Gulf of Alaska are used by scientists, 
fishery managers, and fisheries enforcement. Many data points collected by observers are 
multipurpose. This case study demonstrates how observer data are used for scientific, 
fishery management, and compliance monitoring in the North Pacific. 

Objective 
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To describe how an observer’s role in scientific data collection is related to and supported 
by compliance monitoring and to identify how these roles evolve. 

Introduction 

Observers collect essential data used by scientist to estimate fishery populations, fishery 
managers to monitor the use of quota allocations, and NOAA’s office for Law Enforcement 
to monitor compliance with fishery regulations. Figure 1 demonstrates multiple uses for 
common data collection tasks. Independent scientific data collected by observers are used 
by fishery managers to monitor quota allocations and to evaluate the potential impacts of 
proposed management programs. Observer data is also used by law enforcement as 
evidence to prosecute those who violate fishery regulations.  

Using a single data point for multiple purposes allows an observer to balance their role in 
science with their role in compliance monitoring. This balance has evolved through time as 
new fishery management programs are implemented. New programs tend to improve upon 
previous programs. Recent programs tend to implement more precise management tools, 
and demand more data be collected by observers. With each new program comes new 
requirements, also increasing the demands of an observer’s compliance monitoring role. 
Overall, these changes have increased the amount scientific and compliance data collected 
by observers and contributes to altering the balance between the two roles.  

Conclusions:  

x An Observer’s compliance monitoring role includes two distinct functions;  

 1) Monitor for compliance with requirements that protect observers and facilitate 
data collection, and  

 2) Monitor for compliance with requirements that protect and conserve natural 
resources.  

x The balance between an observer’s role in science and compliance is influenced by the 
extent that new fishery management programs maintain the multiple use of observer 
data. Programs that require separate and specialized scientific and compliance 
monitoring data jeopardize the balance between these roles. 

 

  


