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Executive Summary  
 

The 9th International Fisheries Observer & Monitoring Conference took place in the Hotel 
Pazo de los Escudos, Vigo, Spain from 11th to 15th June, 2018.  

The overarching Vision of this series of conferences is:  To develop, promote and enhance 
effective fishery monitoring programs to ensure sustainable resource management 
throughout the world.  

The conference was the most successful of the series so far involving 279 participants from 
39 countries including representatives from many observer programs from around the 
world, fishing industry groups, and end-users of the data that these programs collect. The 
conference format included three distinguished keynote speakers, presented papers and 
posters, panel discussion sessions, workshops and less formal settings, such as trade 
exhibits, poster sessions and several social events. 
 
As for previous conferences, the heart of this conference was with our observers who have 
what is becoming accepted as one of the most challenging and dangerous jobs in natural 
resource management. Indeed, this conference series always devotes significant time and 
energy discussing ways to enhance observer safety and security through training, policing 
and legislation.   
 
As for recent conferences, the Vigo meeting had a major focus on the growing role that 
technology is playing in the monitoring of fisheries, through video, satellite and other high-
tech means. 

But the most important and major theme at this, our first European conference, concerned 
the European Union’s Landing Obligation policy and its consequences, challenges and 
opportunities for monitoring programs involving human observers and electronic means. 

The conference consisted of 11 themes that were reflected in the various keynote 
addresses, oral and poster presentations, workshops and the many Open Discussion 
periods. The following pages provide significant detail about all these various formats in the 
form of summaries of each presentation, the 3 workshops and commentaries obtained 
during the Open Discussion periods.  

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Opening Session – Keynote Addresses 
 

The opening session of the 9th IFOMC began with the Conference Chair, Gabriel Gomez, 
International Steering Committee Chair, Lisa Borges and Head of the Fisheries Department 
of the Regional Government of Galicia, Rosa Quintana Carballo delivering addresses that 
welcomed participants to Spain, Galicia and Vigo, and introduced the themes and format of 
the conference.   

These welcomes were followed by three keynote addresses by:  Cornelius Hammer 
(President of ICES), Pascal Savouret (Executive Director of the European Fisheries Agency) 
and Francesca Arena (Head of Fisheries Control and Inspections at DG MARE).  The former 
two provided Extended Abstracts of their addresses. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Observer and Observer Data – What for? – A view from an ICES perspective 

Cornelius Hammer  

President of ICES 

The sea and the oceans are enormously wide, deep and non-transparent. That is trivial – too 
trivial to mention, one might think. Too trivial for sure to make an introduction to a keynote 
lecture. It is however important to realize that we, in our limitations as human beings, are 
not able to grasp the dimensions of width, depth and in-transparency. This is due to our 
incapability to image great quantities. We have an inner concept for 10.000 Euro. We can 
also image what 100.000 Euro are. If one is lucky also of a million, due to fortune 
experience. We can however not image 100 million or a billion. The same holds for the sea. 
We have all experienced days and weeks on sea but still we cannot image how wide and 
deep and non-transparent it really is.  

As a result of the width, depth and non-transparency, there are fundamental differences 
between the exploitation of the resources at land and on sea. On land we have direct 
methods to evaluate what we are dealing with. We can go into the woods and measure and 
count the trees. We can go into the stable and count the piglets. Not so on sea. Here things 
are less straight forward. Whatever we do, it will be an indirect approach. Our best surveys 
have tracks that are still miles apart from each other and our sampling is stochastic. On top 
of it, our objects move and in morning they won’t be there where we had encountered 
them the evening before. Naturally, our approach to assess this is statistically and inevitably 
we end up with huge confidence intervals that can only be made smaller by more and better 
data, which we desperately need. 

This is where the observers come in. The data we deal with stem either directly from the 
fishing industry, that is what is recorded during landing of the fish, from observers taking 
subsamples and providing more detailed data or from fishery research vessels. The former 
provides about 70% of our data while the latter comes up for the rest, which sheds a light 
on the importance of the industry and observer data.  
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In ICES the data of the fishery constitute of the different metiers from different nations, 
each nation having a different suit of metiers, naturally, and basically from each metier ICES 
receives data of both, the catch as well as the discard. The latter however, we have only 
because observer on board collect these. This has helped considerably to improve our 
assessments. In the EU the work of the observers is hugely financed by the European Data 
Collection Framework.  

The data go into our assessments and are accomplished with data from our research 
vessels, which are mainly data on abundance, distribution and recruitment. From the 
assessment we derive at a perception of the development of the stocks and with the aid of 
the recruitment data we can make forecasts and are able to predict under which scenario of 
the fishery in combination with a particular Total Allowable Catch (TAC) the stocks will 
develop to what state. Our advice is strictly based on the precautionary principles and is 
submitted to the governments, who decide on TACs of the next year and end up as quotas 
for the fishery, closing the annual cycle. ICES gives advice annually for more than 100 stocks 
and this is an enormous service for the fishery.  

The observer data play a key-role in this annual cycle and their importance can well be 
illustrated by two examples:  

The development of the cod in the Irish Sea shows a dramatic decline, starting in the early 
1990s and leading to a collapse of the stock in the first decade of the 2000 years, resulting in 
very weak recruitment. The stock has however recovered considerably since and is at 
present just at or above its safe biological limits. The observer data show that hardly any of 
the remaining stock as well as the upcoming year classes is fished, the fishing mortality has 
gone down to practically zero and as a consequence the stock was and is able to recover, 
based on the weak recruitment. 

Not so for the neighbouring cod stock West of Scotland, that has shown a similar decline 
during the same period. This stock shows however no sign of recovery and will not be able 
to do so. The observer data show that all upcoming year classes that could in principle lead 
to stock recovery, are caught and discarded as unwanted by-catch in other fisheries.  

The importance of the work of observer is also evident in other sectors, such as the 
recreational fishery. Here, all available data stem from the observers, who screen the coasts 
and little harbours to collect the data, in Europe massively supported financially by the EU. 
Due to this it could for instance be shown by ICES that within the past decade the 
recreational fishery has continuously grown and that the catch of the recreational fishery in 
the Western Baltic Sea has recently reached the same magnitude as the commercial fishery. 

In a nutshell. Observers…  

o provide detailed and disaggregated data on the catches of the fishery, 

o provide detailed and disaggregated data on discards, 

o provide data from exotic metiers, such as recreational fishery, 

o can explain the data to the scientists on land. They can distinguish between sense and 
nonsense, 

o are a link to the fishery. They understand (better) what is going on in the fishery and can 
explain the fleet behaviour, 
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o can explain (to some degree) how science can help to improve the conditions of the 
stocks and thus the fishing opportunities, 

o can explain (to some degree) that regulations make sense, 

o constitute an essential link between the fishery and the science. 

 

For the future, also small metiers can be observed electronically. Small devices for mobile 
phones can make on-board recording easy and thus give the small scale fishery 
opportunities where otherwise closures would be categorically be imposed. 

For the future it is also suggested that ICES provides courses for observers to facilitate them 
with better knowledge of what is going on in science and in the assessments as well as in 
the particular stocks they are sampling. This would give them a better foundation to provide 
explanations on board of the vessels and thus to constitute a better link between science 
and the fishery.   

For the future the question may arise whether bird bycatches or collected benthos as well 
as plastics or other debris such as ghost nets need to be recorded by the observers. 

In quintessence, it is concluded that the work of the observers is of utmost importance for 
ICES and that their importance is likely to grow. Better training should however be provided 
by ICES training courses.    

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

European Fisheries Control Agency’s summary for the Ninth International Fisheries 

Observer and Monitoring Conference (IFOMC) 

Pascal Savouret  

Executive Director of the European Fisheries Agency 

Presenting EFCA 
The European Fisheries Control Agency (EFCA) objective is to organise operational 
coordination of fisheries control and inspection activities by the Member States and to 
assist them to cooperate to comply with the rules of the Common Fisheries Policy, in order 
to ensure its effective and uniform application. EFCA is one of the smallest European 
Agencies with today an Establishment Plan of 61 staff and a current annual budget of 
around 17 M€.  
 
The main legal and operational instrument available is the Joint Deployment Plan (or JDP) 
which encompasses the pooling of control means, the planning, the tasking, the risk 
management strategy and, the analysis of the output. EFCA is currently cooperating with the 
Member States in the implementation of five Joint Deployment Plans and coordinates 
around 20,000 inspections per year. 
 
Besides JDPs, EFCA: 

• Supports the Regional Control Expert Groups set up by the Member States; 
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• Provides training and capacity building activities; 
• Evaluates the compliance to the rules of selected European Fisheries; 
• Supports the Union in the international dimension of the Common Fisheries Policy 

and the fight against Illegal, Unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing; 
• Can provide observers and train them for joint operations by the Member States 

concerned; 
• In addition, cooperates with Frontex1 and EMSA2 to support the National 

Authorities delivering missions falling under the European Coast Guard function and 
operates its own Offshore Patrol Vessel.  

 
Whilst fishing vessels usually do not attract a lot of attention, fishing activities are 
ubiquitous. In the recent past, IUU fishing activities have encompassed other illegal activities 
and/or major deficiencies related to vessel safety, illegal migration, other trafficking, 
smuggling, crew certification and labour standards. Here, there is a clear interconnection 
between the respective mandates of Frontex and EMSA and the National Authorities 
delivering Coast Guard functions.  
 
In the international dimension of the Common Fisheries Policy, the European Union (EU) 
also participates in certain RFMO international control schemes by virtue of its membership 
of these organisations. EFCA supports the EU contribution to the control and inspection 
measures applicable in the Regulatory Areas managed by the Northwest Atlantic Fisheries 
Organisation (NAFO), the North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC), the 
International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT), and the General 
Fisheries Council for the Mediterranean (GFCM). EFCA assists, in the framework of the 
project PESCAO, the Fisheries Committee for the West Central Gulf of Guinea (FCWC) and 
West African Sub-Regional Fisheries Commission (SRFC) in the establishment of a network of 
regional observers in a dedicated programme to improve the monitoring of the industrial 
fleet operating in the region in cooperation with national authorities. 
 
Inspection and observation 
Taking the opportunity of addressing the 9th International Fisheries Observer and 
Monitoring Conference (IFOMC), I would like to underline the constructive complementarity 
of the two facets of active monitoring of the fishing activities: 

➢ Inspection and; 

➢ Observation.  

 
Compared to the continuous monitoring permitted by observation, the inspection is a 
snapshot. Indeed, the inspection process cannot be limited to the time spent on board the 
inspected vessel. The inspection spearheads the Monitoring, Control and Surveillance (MCS) 

                                                             
1 European Border and Coast Guard Agency 

 

2 European Maritime Safety Agency 
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loop, which encompasses the risk management strategy, the risk analysis, the targeting, the 
tasking of inspection assets, which can include landing or dockside inspection parties, the 
inspection itself, and finally the post-inspection analysis that will feed the risk management 
strategy. This is the starting point for reinitiating the enforcement loop.  
 
At this stage, we have to admit that the inspection process, to some extent, has moved in 
recent years toward the observation process, through the continuous flow of visual, location 
and catch data parsed by the fishing vessels to the shore based Fisheries Monitoring Centre.  
 
Moreover, innovative business intelligence applications provide a powerful tool for the 
analysis of the Monitoring Control and Surveillance (MCS) data, very likely to track and 
identify inconsistencies, which may later lead to evidencing non-compliance(s). 
 
Understanding the drivers for non-compliance is a critical aspect of the risk management 
strategy because it encompasses the economic dimension of the fishing activities but also 
the level of deterrence that the enforcement and sanctions are likely to instil. The risk 
management strategy can offer solutions for mitigating the risk. An efficient MCS 
implementation plan combined with a dissuasive and proportionate sanction system 
applying to behaviour breaching the law is the conventional avenue for mitigating the risk of 
non-compliance.  
 
Observers` advantages and constraints  
Another avenue for mitigating the risk of non-compliance is observation. In fisheries where 
direct inspection and risk analysis throw doubts on the veracity of the catch and other 
obligatory information being reported by the fishing vessel, an option available to managers 
is to place a human observer on board the vessel.   
 
The purpose of embarking the observer is to obtain an independent and near-continuous 
view of the following:  
➢ The activities of the vessel; 

➢ Volumes and compositions of catches made; 

➢ Fishing gear deployed; 

➢ Discards, bycatches and interactions with other marine animals; 

➢ Compliance with the applicable rules in force. 

The contribution of an observers` programme to the Monitoring, Control and Surveillance 
measures has:  
 

Advantages Constraints and Considerations 
Information and data collected independently 
of the vessel; 
 
Knowledge, experience, adaptability; 
 
In situ logic and analytical capability (ability to 
assess a situation in real time). 
 

Impartiality; 
Physical and technical support; 
Independent communication means; 
Training, skills and personality profiles; 
Coercion, threats and manipulation; 
Legal status and interactions with inspectors; 
Funding – human observers are expensive; 
Follow-up – how to use the data? 
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Nonetheless, an observers` programme can be undermined for the reasons already 
mentioned and mitigating solutions need to be considered. 
 
Possible ways forward: e-Observer, RPAS, and Control Observer 
The implementation and empowerment of the Control Observer of the article 73 of the EU 
Control Regulation offer significant advantages. An alternative and/or a complementarity to 
deploying a human observer is to use new technologies to make remote observations, 
termed Remote Electronic Monitoring (REM) or e-observer.  Such an approach has inherent 
cost savings, but does not provide to now the real-time analytical role that a human 
observer can fulfil.  REM systems trials in European fisheries by Denmark and the United 
Kingdom have shown considerable potential. Technical capabilities of REM systems, CCTV 
being only one of the components, to meet specific control requirements are steadily 
improving.  The legal status of evidence derived from REM systems is still uncertain and 
Member States legislative provisions on REM are nascent.   
 
REM systems as a direct control tool in European fisheries, other surveillance technologies 
such as Remote Piloted Aircraft System (RPAS) and Control Observers appear as the 
operational responses for turning the tide of systemic uncompliant behaviours relating to 
the landing obligation; a quasi-discard-ban obliging the fishermen to land all catches of 
certain species to which catch limits apply (quota species).   
 
Conclusions  
Looking at the global seascape, international commitments in the framework of Ocean 
Governance called for a dramatic increase worldwide of Maritime Protected Area (MPA) 
surface coverage. Such conservation instruments demonstrated that they could restore 
complex and fragile ecosystems to a good productivity level.  
➢ Human observers can bridge the gaps of monitoring and surveillance of the MPAs. 

➢ Human observers are part of the solution for curbing non-compliant behaviour, which 
damage the fishing resources and endanger the environment.   

➢ Human observers are also instrumental for moving from weak and circumstantial 
evidence, to hard evidence, in relation to breaches to the provisions on the landing 
obligation. 

➢ Incidentally, scientific bodies should take benefit from the data collected by the ‘control 
community’. 

In conclusion, a possible way forward might be the implementation of specific control and 
inspection plans combining Control Observers, RPAS and ship borne e-Observation in an 
integrated approach, fostering cooperation and interaction between Control Observers and 
Fisheries Control and Inspection Bodies.  
Let`s thank the observers for their resilience and instrumental contribution to compliance 
and conservation of fishing resources, often in very demanding conditions. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
  


