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1. Goal 

This manual aims to provide an overview of routine sampling of unsorted catches, 

discards and incidental bycatches that are carried out by Wageningen Marine Research 

(NLD), National Marine Fisheries Research Institute (NMFRI, POL), Thünen Institute of 

Sea Fisheries (DEU) and Klaipeda University (LTU) onboard commercial fishing vessels in 

the SPRFMO area within the framework of the EU Data Collection Framework (DCF). 

A new version of the manual is published regularly (in principle annually) in which the 

most recent updates (SPRFMO CMM’s) on data standards are included. If you encounter 

errors or inadequacies when using this manual, or if you have suggestions for improving 

the manual, please report this to one of the authors. Every time an observer embarks a 

commercial vessel, it is the intention that she/he is provided with the most recent 

version of the manual by the observer coordinator.  

The data collection activities covered by this manual fulfil from obligations as per EU 

data collection framework (DCF: EU Regulation 1004/2017, on the establishment of a 

Union framework for the collection, management and use of data in the fisheries sector 

and support for scientific advice regarding the common fisheries policy and repealing 

Council Regulation (EC) No 199/2008). The DCF and related EU Decisions order to collect 

biological data from EU vessels as well as data on catch quantities and bycatch in 

SPRFMO waters. The data collection shall be in line with the end-user requirements.  
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2. Planning observer trips, assistance, briefings and debriefings  

The observer coordinator (Annex 8, contacts) is responsible for organizing the observer 

trips and keeps observers updated about the schedule of the fishing companies. The aim 

of the SPRFMO-OP is to be able to meet the minimum level of scientific coverage 

required by the relevant SPRFMO CMM (§ 23, CMM 01-2023). Therefore, a sufficient 

observer pool is required. The aim is to have 1 observer on standby for each observer 

deployed. This way the risk of cancelling an observer trip is minimized.  

When an observer trip is scheduled, the observer coordinator informs the observer 

during a briefing using the “Briefing form”. During this briefing the following subjects are 

discussed:  

- The vessel specific data (vessel type, contact persons, on board situation) 

- Travel information about placement (harbour, ETD) 

- The sampling protocol 

- Safety equipment “check in, check out” list (Annex 4) 

- Personal equipment list (Annex 5) 

- Updates on relevant SPRFMO CMM’s 

- The rights and duties of the observer 

The observer coordinator arranges, with the fishing company, the transport to and from 

the vessel. The observer coordinator keeps contact with the observer during the whole 

trip and is the designated emergency contact person for the observer and the fishing 

company (see Annex 6 for details). The observer can always contact the designated 

contact person in any case of emergency, questions about travel information, sampling 

procedures or any other problems that occur. See Annex  for the designated emergency 

contact persons and the contact persons of each observer provider.  

After each deployment, the trip is debriefed with the observer and the observer 

coordinator using the “debriefing form”. During debriefing, following subjects are 

discussed: 

- Trip summary (traveling, facilities, weather, sampling procedures and data 

input) 

- Safety equipment “check in, check out” list (Annex 4) 

- Suggestions for improving working (safety) conditions 

- Suggestions for improving sampling procedures onboard 

- Checklist on misconduct and allegations during employment onboard. 

A trip report (Annex 6) will be prepared by the observer to evaluate the observer trip 

and summarize the gathered information during this trip. The purpose of this report is 

for internal administration only and not to be shared with other parties without the 

consent of the fishing company  

- Observers and fishing data 

- Characteristics of the vessel 

- General observations of catch production 

- General biological observations 

- Comments and suggestions  

- Summary 
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3. Safety and behaviour on board  

3.1 Safety on board 

Working on board a trawler involves risks. Therefore, it is the observer's 

responsibility to be aware of the relevant safety regulations on board the vessel. In 

principle, the observer has had the necessary basic training, which can be 

demonstrated by a valid Safety at Sea certificate. In addition, the observer must 

have recently undergone a medical examination. 

The observer always needs to have an approved, fitting (= try it out before the trip) 

life jacket and a survival suit on board. The Safety equipment “check in, check out” 

list (Annex 4) is used to check all the equipment needed and which organisation is 

providing the equipment. Before departure the observer first makes the necessary 

arrangements with the crew and the skipper about the safety on their ship, in order 

to find out where the muster point (assembly point) is, what the shortest route is 

from her/his cabin to the nearest emergency exit, what needs to be done in the 

event of an emergency, what is observer role during the emergency and what the 

alarm signals are on board. Use the “Vessel safety orientation briefing form” (Annex 

5) to make sure all points are clear. In addition, observer shall pay attention to 

specific risks, such as slipperiness, cables and hoisting when working or walking on 

the deck. If the observer considers the situation to be unsafe, she/he has the right to 

stop work at that time (for example in case of undesirable behaviour, severe weather 

conditions, illness, etc.). As mentioned in chapter 2, the observer can always contact 

the observer coordinator in case of emergency (contact information Annex 8).  

3.2  Behaviour on board 

It goes without saying that the observer behaves properly, given that the observer is 

a guest on board. In addition, it is good to realize that the observer is seen as the 

signboard of the observer provider. This means that the boarder is expected to 

commit to a good relationship with the crew. For this it is necessary to be aware of 

the reason for this research and what is ultimately done with the data. Crew and 

skipper are often curious about the observers work. Therefore, where possible, show 

what kind of data you collect and explain what it is used for. 

3.3  Discretion 

The aim of the research is to collect fisheries data and to observe fishing operations. 

It is possible that illegal practices are observed. Observers are not on board to check, 

register or correct this. Objectivity towards these practices is desirable. This means 

that observer only talks about the observed events with the observer coordinator and 

project leader. If others ask about it, observer shall not elaborate on which ship and 

when it was.  
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4. Sampling catches on board commercial vessels 

4.1.1  Vessel and trip specifications 

At the very basis of each sampling protocol lies the registration of platform (vessel), trip 

and haul characteristics according to the SPRFMO observer trawling template 

explanatory sheet.  This data is entered in the latest updated SPRFMO observer template 

(https://www.sprfmo.int/fisheries/data-2/data-submission/), see annex 1.  

For each trip the following parameters have to be registered: 

• Name and registration number of the vessel 

• International radio call sign 

• Vessel flag 

• Port of registry 

• Vessel power (in kW) 

• Vessel length (m) and beam (m) 

• Gross tonnage (GT) 

• Hold capacity (m3) 

• Trip Number 

• Harbour and date/time of departure 

• Harbour and date/time of arrival 

• Target species of the trip 

• Fishing area (FAO Division)  

• Type of gear and fishing method(s) 

• Mesh size of the cod-end 

• Name of the captain  

• Name of the fishing master 

• Observers name 

• Comments 

 

On haul level, a trawl list has to be used to register haul specific parameters: 

• Haul number 

• Date 

• Time of start and end of haul (UTC) 

• Haul duration (minutes) 

• Haul position (deg.min, sec in decimal format), tow start/tow end 

• Trawl type (Single S/ Double D/ Triple T) 

• Width of Net Opening 

• Mesh size 

• Mesh type 

• Gear depth (m) 

• Bottom depth (m) 

• Bycatch mitigation measures employed 

• Temperature at the surface 

• Retained catch (live weight – kg) 

• Discarded catch (live weight – kg) 

• Incidental captures of species of concern 

 

 

 
 

https://www.sprfmo.int/fisheries/data-2/data-submission/
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4.1.2 Sampling procedure on board 

In principle, this sampling program aims for comprehensive sampling of all catches 

during a trip. This implies that during a trip, and if time permits, all hauls have to be 

sampled for length distribution of landings and discards for all species, as well as 

estimates of the proportion of discards have to be made. In practice, the aim is to 

sample as many hauls as possible during the period when the observer is in standby but 

to follow legal working hours. 

Sampling catches onboard commercial vessels is similar to sampling catches onboard 

research vessels. The purpose is to obtain an accurate picture of the species composition 

of the catch and the length distribution of the target species.  

In general, the observer will take for each selected haul one or more random samples 

from the mixed catch before it is being sorted. As a rule, the sample should contain at 

least 100 fish of the main (target) species. Depending on the size of the fish, this 

corresponds to 1-3 baskets of about 30 kg or 30-100kg in total. The total weight of the 

sample is measured. The ratio between the total weight of the catch and the weight of 

the unsorted sample gives the raising factor for all species in the sample. 

The sample is sorted by species, and the weight of each species in the sample is 

measured. Then the length composition for each species is recorded (Annex 2). To make 

it easier to identify species onboard quickly, a simplified field guide for SPRFMO area 

species based on photos taken by experienced observers is available (SPFRMO species 

photo guide_WMR_YYYY). It’s the responsibility of the observer to identify the correct 

species. If not sure, always contact the observer coordinator for assistance. To improve 

and update the species guide, the observer is asked to take photos of species that have 

not been recorded before or need better quality pictures. In the photo guide instructions 

are provided to collect the correct images.  

 

When a part of the catch is discarded, a separate random sample of the discarded 

fraction should be taken, and the raising factor for the sample should be calculated as 

the ratio between the estimated total weight of the discards and the weight of the 

sample. As done for mixed catch samples, the length distribution of the discarded 

fraction has to be determined by species. A representative sample of 25-50kg is taken 

from the discarded catch. If some fish in the discards sample are badly damaged, their 

length is estimated by comparing them with undamaged fish.  

4.1.3 Measuring the length of the fish 

Representative and randomly sampled length-frequency data are to be collected for the 

target species and, time permitting, for other main by-catch species. The length of 

Chilean Jack Mackerel is measured as fork length, normally to the whole centimeter 

below. For instance: all fish between 20.0 and 20.9 cm are recorded as 20 cm. Not all 

species are measured as fork length, always check the standards for length 

measurements in “CMM-02-YYYY-Data-Standards”. Measurements are entered in the 

observer template, including type of measurement (see Annex 2). For more information 

check the “SPRFMO-Observer-Trawling-Template-Explanatory”.  
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4.1.4 Sampling for biological parameters 

For the target species Chilean Jack Mackerel (Trachurus murphyi), the biological 

sampling is performed. Fish for biological sampling are taken at random from the length 

sample. Measurements are entered in the observer template (see Annex 3), for more 

information check the “SPRFMO-Observer-Trawling-Template-Explanatory”.  

Individual weight 

When sampling for otoliths, individual weights are collected (measured to the nearest 

gram). Weights of individual fish should only be measured if the observer has an reliable 

scale which compensates for the motion of the vessel. If weight measurements for 

individual fish cannot be taken at sea, the weight for 50 fish of a species in the sample,  

representing as many length classes as possible, is collected. The observer coordinator 

checks if there is a accurate motion compensated weighing scale available onboard.  

Sampling of otoliths 

For Chilean Jack Mackerel being the target species and, time permitting, for main by-

catch species in the observed fishing trip, the minimum sampling level is to collect 

otoliths from 4-5 fish per length class per fishing ground per trip.  

The collected otoliths are stored in otolith containers or otolith bags labelled with the 

following information:  

- Vessel name  

- Date / quarter caught 

- Area caught 

- Haul number 

- Fish species 

- Individual fish number 

The otoliths need to be handled with care during the period of storing until the moment 

of reading the age in the lab. The otoliths will be stored in boxes with labelled with 

“fragile”. The box will also contain contact information of the observer coordinator and 

the observer in case the box gets lost during shipping.   

Other biological parameters 

If possible, information on the gonad maturity stage (according to an five-degree scale) 

and degree of stomach fullness (a five-degree scale, from 0 - empty to 4 - completely 

full) will be recorded during age sampling (collection of otoliths) for Chilean Jack 

Mackerel (Trachurus murphyi). 

4.2 Raising sampling data to catches in absolute numbers 

For stock assessment purposes, length or age data have to be reported in absolute 

numbers. This allows the combination of catches from different fleets or countries into 

one total length distribution. The length composition in absolute numbers is calculated 

by raising each sample with the weight of the corresponding catch. It is essential that 

the weight of the sample is always recorded. When the sample weight is 

unknown, it will be impossible to extrapolate the sample to the total catch, and 

the data cannot be used for assessment purposes. 

The proportion of discards has to be estimated on a haul level for all species combined 

based on the proportion of the weight discarded in relation to the catch. Distinguish 



  
 

9 

between discarding and slipping. Slipping is the part of the catch which is released 

directly from the net and does not come on board. Also, it is possible that part of the 

catch is kept on board in a tank and released into the sea afterwards. Therefore, no 

catch composition or length measurements are available from this part of the catch. It is 

acknowledged that estimates of slipping and tank releases are less precise that discard 

estimates. It is important to allocate the part of the catch released back into the sea to 

the right haul. 

4.3 Incidental by-catch of birds, mammals and reptiles and fish protected under 

Union legislation and international agreements 

Data on incidental catches of less frequent or rare fish species (e.g. sharks, swordfish, 

tuna etc.), i.e. species referred to in Table 12 of the Commission Delegated Decision 

(EU) 2021/11671  and in “CMM-02-YYYY-Data-Standards, Annex 14”, are collected and 

measured from a larger part of the catch or the whole catch. A multiplier for these 

measurements must be estimated and provided in order to raise the measurements to 

the total catch.  

Incidental by-catch of birds, mammals, reptiles and all protected fish must be recorded 

together with the haul information. Whenever possible, lengths and weights should be 

taken and recorded. The document “NMFRI safe handling of PETS in incidental by-

catches” is available for observers with guidelines in handling by-catches.   

4.4 Registration of mitigation devices/ net adjustments or pingers to reduce 

by-catch of marine mammals, sharks and bird species 

Mitigation devices are often used in pelagic fishing to prevent catching sharks, marine 

mammals or birds species. It is very difficult for an observer to see whether there are 

any by-catches. It might be necessary for the observer to be present on the deck during 

pumping and – on occasion – inspect the codend and fish pump for by-catches. This may 

only be possible after the pump is disconnected. Otherwise sighting from the bridge may 

be sufficient. The observer must then be present during the hauling in of the entire haul. 

A possible bycatch announces itself when the pump is clogged and mainly water is being 

pumped instead of fish. In pelagic fisheries, register per haul in the haul list which 

mitigation device is used.  

 

When the vessel uses bird bafflers or bird scaring lines, use the observer template tab 

“bird scaring lines” and tab “bird bafflers” to register the specific data about the devices 

used. In the CMM-09-2017 “Conservation and Management Measure for minimising 

bycatch of seabirds in the SPRFMO Convention Area” (Annex 2, 

Seabird Mitigation Specifications for Trawl Fishing) specifications of the mitigation 

devices can be found.  

4.4 Transhipment 

In some cases, transhipment will take place during a trip. If this occurs and if possible, 

the observer needs to gather the information described in “CMM-12-YYYY-

Transhipment”. Observations can be reported in the “SPRFMO-Transhipment-template-

YYYY” 

 
1 COMMISSION DELEGATED DECISION (EU) 2021/1167 of 27 April 2021 establishing the multiannual 

Union programme for the collection and management of biological, environmental, technical and 
socioeconomic data in the fisheries and aquaculture sectors from 2022 (OJ L 253, 16.7.2021, p. 51). 
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5. Data formats, transfer and reporting 

5.1 Aggregation of data 

Chapter 5 describes the parameters needed to address the requests as laid down in the 

EU-MAP. Data must be available in a database at the sampling (haul) level. This means 

that no aggregation must be applied for data stored in the database.  

For the purpose of analyses, e.g. in working groups, data must be made available in an 

aggregated format as required by the data end user.  

5.2 Data use 

Data will be used: 

- for mandatory reporting on achieved sampling in DCF Annual Reports 

- to conduct statistical analysis by MS or the RCG  

- to be made available to end users in an aggregated format as defined by the end 

user  

5.3 Data formats for exchange and data storage 

To facilitate easy data exchange in an international context, a unified data exchange 

format will be applied by the observers through the use of data entry software provided 

to the observers. This will be done through the cooperation between NMFRI (Poland) 

responsible for data-entry and storage of the sampling data and WMR (The Netherlands) 

responsible for data validation, data processing and data delivery.   

Data will be stored at national databases of Poland and The Netherlands and will be 

distributed to Partners to the Multi-lateral agreement on the joint sampling programme 

in the SPRFMO area upon request. 

 The main formats to be used by observers are: 

a) Trawl station data. An example of this is given in Annex 1. This form is used for 

each trip to record information on a haul by haul basis, including heading 

containing trip parameters (as indicated in section 4.1.1). 

b) Catch composition and length data – the format of recording these data will 

be automatically determined by the data entry software provided to the 

observers. In case the use of the data entry software is not possible for any 

reason, the observer shall use the format given in an Annex 2. 

c) Biological data - the format of recording these data will be automatically 

determined by the data entry software provided to the observers. In case the use 

of the data entry software is not possible for any reason, the observer shall use 

the format given in Annex 3. This form contains one line per fish, with data on 

haul number, catching time and position, length, weight, sex, maturity and 

stomach content. 
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Annexes 

Annex 1.  Format for trawl station data  
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Annex 2.  Format for catch composition and length data 
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Annex 3.  Format for biological data 

 

 

 



  
 

14 

Annex 4. Observer safety equipment “check in, check out” and personal 

equipment list 

According to the SPRFMO-OP guidelines, safety equipment must be registered and 

checked on a regular basis. Before and after each deployment on board of a vessel, the 

observer needs to check the safety gear provided by the observer provider and the 

fishing company by filling in the “check in- check out list safety equipment” form below. 

Safety equipment, check in- check out list 

Safety gear type Responsible 

organization 

Safety 

inspection 

expiration 

date (if 

applicable) 

Check in date Check out 

date 

Life jacket Observer provider  Check 

onboard 

  

Independent two-

way 

communication 

device capable of 

sending and 

receiving voice or 

text 

communications 

Observer provider 

 

N.A N.A N.A 

Personal locator 

beacons 

Available and 

responsibility of the 

fishing company 

Check on 

board 

N.A N.A 

Immersion suits Available and 

responsibility of the 

fishing company 

Check on 

board 

N.A N.A 

Hard hat Observer provider Check 

onboard 

  

Deck working 

boot/shoes 

Observer provider Check 

onboard 

  

Gloves/ oil 

trousers/jacket 

Observer provider Check 

onboard 

  

Protective glasses Observer provider    

Personal equipment list 

In person: 

• Passport 

• SPRFMO-OP identification card 
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• Seaman’s book (optional) 

• Business card/contact details 

• Valid medical examination  

• Pencils/sharpener/eraser 

• Waterproof labels 

• Fish identification guides 

• Mobile voice recorder app 

• Headphones + microphone 

• Camera/ phone (for photographing fish or marine mammals) 

• Cutting set (storage otoliths!) 

• 2 sets of (warm) working clothes 

• Sunglasses 

• Ear plugs 

 

If not available onboard (ask observer coordinator): 

• Measuring board (60cm) 

• Weighing scale sea compensated 

 

Coordinator 

• Waterproof measuring lists 

• Observertemplate  

• Trip report template 

• Manual for scientific observer on EU pelagic trawlers in SPRFMO waters 

• Travel and contact information 
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Annex 5.  Vessel safety orientation briefing form 

Vessel captains or a crew member designated by the captain shall provide the observer with a 

safety orientation briefing at the time of boarding the vessel and before it leaves the dock. It is the 

responsibility of the observer to check and fill in the “safety orientation checklist” for each 

deployment onboard of a vessel.   

Observer name and company:  

Vessel name:  

Captain:  

Harbour:  

Date of departure:  

 

Safety briefing on Name of the instructor Date of briefing 

Safety documentation of the 

vessel 

  

Location of life rafts, raft 

capacities, observer’s assignment, 

expiration, installation, and any 

other relevant safety related 

information 

  

Location and instructions for use 

of emergency radio beacons 

indicating position in case of an 

emergency 

  

Location of immersion suits and 

personal floating devices, their 

accessibility, and the quantities for 

everyone onboard 

  

Location of flares, types, numbers, 

and expiration dates 

  

Location and number of fire 

extinguishers, expiration dates, 

accessibility, et cetera 

  

Location of life rings   

Procedures in case of emergencies 

and essential actions of the 

observer during each type of 

emergency, such as a fire on 

board, recovering a person 
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overboard, etc. 

Location of first aid materials and 

familiarity with crew members in 

charge of first aid 

  

Location of radios, procedures for 

making an emergency call, and 

how to operate a radio during a 

call 

  

Vessel safety drills    

Safe places to work on deck and 

safety equipment required 

  

Procedures in case of illness or 

accident of the observer or any 

other crew member 
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Annex 6. Trip report  

 

The Trip report shall have following structure and entries: 

 

1. Introduction  

2. Observers and fishing data  

3. General observations of catch production  

4. General biological observations  

4.1 Biological materials and research methods  

4.2 Discards  

4.3 Biological characteristics of Jack mackerel- production fraction (freezing)  

4.4. Age reading  

4.5 Birds  

5. Comments and suggestions  

5.1. Working conditions on board  

5.2. Cooperation with captain and crew  

5.3. Suggestions for improving working procedures  

6.  Summary  
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Annex 7. Acronyms used in this document 

 

CMM Conservation and Management Measure 

CVO  Centre for Fisheries Research 

DCF Data Collection Framework. A set of Regulations and Decisions by the European 

Council and European Commission which describes the data collection 

DEU Germany 

EC European Commission 

EEZ Exclusive Economic Zone 

ETD Estimated Time of Departure 

EU European Union 

EU MAP  EU multiannual programme  

FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

LTU Lithuania 

MS Member States of the European Union 

NLD The Netherlands 

NMFRI National Marine Fisheries Research Institute, Poland 

OP Observer Programme 

POL Poland 

RCG Regional Coordination Groups 

SPRFMO South Pacific Regional Fisheries Management Organization 

WMR Wageningen Marine Research, The Netherlands  

VMS Vessel (satellite) Monitoring System 

UTC Coordinated Universal Time  
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Annex 8. Contacts 

Tom Bangma (SPRFMO-OP sampling coordinator, and 1st designated emergency contact 

person, The Netherlands) 

Wageningen Marine Research 

Post-box 68 

1970 AB Ijmuiden, The Netherlands 

E-mail: tom.bangma@wur.nl   

Phone: +31 6 18417941 

Ireneusz Wójcik (National Correspondent, DCF coordinator, and 2nd designated 

emergency contact person, Poland) 

The Sea Fisheries Institute in Gdynia 

Kollataja 1, 81-332 Gdynia, Poland 

E-mail: iwojcik@mir.gdynia.pl 

Phone: +48 783 077 444 

Sieto Verver (National Correspondent, DCF coordinator, The Netherlands) 

Centre for Fisheries Research (CVO) 

Post-box 68 

1970 AB Ijmuiden, The Netherlands 

E-mail: sieto.verver@wur.nl  

Phone: +31 317 487045 

Dr. Christoph Stransky (National Correspondent, Germany) 

Johann Heinrich von Thünen Institute [TI] 

Institute of Sea Fisheries 

Herwigstraße 31 

27572 Bremerhaven, Germany 

E-mail: christoph.stransky@thuenen.de 

Phone: +49 40 38905-228 

Vilda Griuniene (National Correspondent, Lithuania) 

Ministry of Agriculture 

address – Gedimino Ave. 19, LT – 01103, Vilnius, Lithuania 

E-mail: Vilda.Griuniene@zum.lt  

Phone: + 370 655 27 239 
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