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“End to End” Observer Safety Assessment

● National Observer Program Advisory Team (NOPAT) – Receive, assess, and process 

OSPR findings and recommendations

● Some recommendations will technical expertise

● Establish overarching Observer Safety Standards to improve and maintain high 

levels of observer safety

● Standards to serve as templates to assure a consistent approach to observer safety 

in all fisheries, at all phases, by all means

● Improved safety culture for observers creates a positive impact for all fisheries 

stakeholders including commercial fishing vessels and crews





Finding Recommendation FMA Status

NOAA Fisheries National and Regional Observer 
Programs lack a systematic process for 
following up on significant incidents and 
casualties involving observers.

The review team found that other observers 
were not aware of the fact that three of their 
colleagues lost their lives on the job in the 
course of a single year.

The review team believes more could have 
been done by NOAA and other agencies to 
pursue more comprehensive and transparent 
closure of these tragic incidents.

NOAA Fisheries should 
develop and maintain a 
robust, timely, and 
transparent process for 
incident reporting and After 
Action Reporting. 

NOAA Fisheries should provide 
all necessary resources to 
identify root causes and take 
action to prevent or mitigate a 
recurrence and so lessons 
learned can be applied to 
future safety training and 
policy development. 

Complete: Incidents 
investigated to the fullest; 
improved communications 
with National Observer 
Program.

Findings and Recommendations



Finding Recommendation FMA Status

There is a lack of feedback on “observer 
assault, harassment, or interference violations” 
from OLE to observers and program staff 

For ROPs that track safety incidents, MARPOL 
violations, enforcement concerns and other at 
sea concerns such as bed bugs, the definitions, 
reporting thresholds and tracking
procedures for these incidents are inconsistent.

OLE should develop consistent 
feedback protocol to the ROPs 
and observers regarding the 
status of reported violations.

NOAA Fisheries should 
develop a consistent 
methodology for incident 
reporting.

ROPs should provide 
information regarding 
safety-related incidents at 
least annually to the NOP.

Complete: FMA has a 
consistent reporting method 
for marine incidents, 
commensurate with OLE and 
USCG definitions.

A summary of incidents to OLE 
is included in the program's 
Annual Report and is routinely 
reported to the North Pacific 
Fishery Management Council 
and its associated committees.

Findings and Recommendations



Finding Recommendation FMA Status

Some observer procurement contracts do not 
contain adequate provisions to exclude 
individuals with chronic performance issues.

Contracts/task orders should 
be written so that Program 
Managers have input on when 
an individual is no longer 
allowed to work in a program 
as an observer due to work 
performance issues.

Complete: FMA has standards 
for observer performance and 
has programs in place to 
improve performance, as well 
as a process to decertify 
chronic poor performers. 

Findings and Recommendations



Finding Recommendation FMA Status

The policy language for physical and medical 
eligibility requirements lacks specificity and is 
inconsistently applied by ROPs:

1) A licensed physician must certify not more 
than 12 months prior to the end of the 
observer training that the observer candidate is 
physically capable of serving as an observer; 
2) Documentation must be provided to the 
program prior to the observer candidate’s 
completion of training

Clarify the frequency of 
physical eligibility 
requirements.

Require medical exams to be 
conducted in person.

Provide copies of medical 
exams to the program.

Complete: FMA has a yearly 
requirement for physical and it 
must be conducted in person; 
observer providers make 
examiner aware of the 
physical requirements

Findings and Recommendations



Finding Recommendation FMA Status

The requirements for provider Emergency 
Action Plans are non-existent or vague, and 
their implementation varies widely between 
providers.

Each ROP and its current 
observer providers should 
develop and maintain 
coordinated EAPs

If a tragic incident such as the 
loss of an observer or staff 
member occurs, the EAP 
should include making 
appropriate counseling 
available to observers, staff 
and observer providers.

In Progress: FMA “phone tree” 
has proven successful; open to 
improvement 
recommendations

Findings and Recommendations



Finding Recommendation FMA Status

Although regulations are clear, a lookout 
(wheel watch) is not always followed by 
commercial fishing vessels.

NOAA Fisheries should 
develop a national policy to 
address this issue, including 
outreach material included 
with fishing permits, and 
possible steps to take in
cases of non-compliance with 
the relevant USCG regulations.

Complete and Ongoing: FMA, 
AKR, USCG, and OLE routinely 
communicate with observers 
and the fleet regarding the 
requirement to maintain 
wheel watches

Findings and Recommendations



Finding Recommendation FMA Status

Several ROPs and international observer 
programs do not have a routine check in 
procedure for observers in place. Some 
programs use pre-programmed codes with 
InReach communicators for observers to report 
their status, or facilitate emergency extraction.

NOAA Fisheries should 
develop a policy requiring that 
at a minimum, the observer 
provider or NOAA Fisheries 
establish a weekly check in 
procedure with observers 
deployed at sea. 

Ongoing: FMA has daily 
reporting on 90% of the 
observed fleet 

FMA has purchased 5 InReach 
devices to test in the partial 
coverage fleet

Findings and Recommendations



Finding Recommendation FMA Status

The USCG can sometimes support observer 
training by sending personnel with equipment 
such as a helicopter rescue basket, a 
dewatering pump, and/or their damage control 
training trailer. 

These are important added elements of the 
survival training because a fishing vessel crew 
may not have had this kind of training.

Training programs should 
incorporate rescue basket, 
dewatering pump, hands-on 
damage control procedures 
and practical fishing vessel 
stability training, leveraging 
existing USCG resources for 
the purpose as available.

Complete: FMA uses rescue 
baskets in training and 
incorporated dewatering 
pump training in 2019

FMA has no plans to include 
the damage control device in 
observer training as this has 
not been recommended by 
our USCG

Findings and Recommendations



2016 Observer 
Attitudes and 

Experiences Survey



Observer Attitude and Experiences (2016)

Survey Intention: 

● Why observers chose the profession
● Factors influencing retention or departure

553 respondents

● Current observers
● Former observers still in marine science
● Alternative career paths less likely to be surveyed
● Non-random sample









Alaska Only: Lead-Level II Certification

Experienced observers not interested in 
becoming LL2 certified: 

● Low salary (insufficient compensation for 
extra work)

● Too much work
● Hard to fill fixed-gear requirement (LL2 

Training now an alternative)



Discussion & Questions


