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prior to departure. An additional safety form is provided in the 
SPC/FFA Workbook-PS-1, but completion is also not required before 
departure from the dock. The ASOP Placement Checklist (PTSVC) is 
not currently in use and is not required to be completed by the 
placement officer. The vessel safety checklist used by the PIRFO 
observers is not fully compliant with the OHSR because the checklist 
does not require the observer to note if the distress signals are 
within their expiration dates, if the liferaft remains certified and is 
installed properly, or if the EPIRB is in good working order. 

 Recommendation The ASOP placement checklist (PTVSC) used for observers deployed 
on US longline vessels should be used during the PIRFO placement 
meetings and completed before the PIRFO observer departs for sea, 
as required by the OHSR. Although many of the same elements are 
present in the SPC/FFA checklist, some are missing, and detail is 
lacking. The placement officer, a ASOP employee, is very familiar 
with the ASOP placement checklist (PTVSC) and can assist the PIRFO 
observer in completing the form. In this manner, NOAA Fisheries can 
be assured that the vessel is compliant with the OHSR. If they so 
choose, WCPFC could revise their vessel safety checklist to reflect the 
ASOP placement checklist (PTVSC) by combining elements from 
forms SUP-1 and PS-1, and require their completion prior to 
departure. The USDEL to WCPFC should advocate for such 
improvements in the relevant WCPFC fora. 

 
 Loss of Usaia Masibalavu 4.8.2.7

Usaia Masibalavu, a citizen of Fiji, and a 6-year experienced PIRFO observer was employed by 
the FFA. He served on board the US-flagged purse seine vessel, F/V WESTERN PACIFIC, 
collecting fisheries information under the authority of the WCPFC. As noted previously, the 
ASOP assists in placing PIRFO observers on board US-flagged purse seiners. 

An ASOP staff member served as the placement officer during the placement meeting between 
the captain of the WESTERN PACIFIC and observer Usaia Masibalavu on April 9, 2016. The 
WCPFC placement meeting form (SUP-1) is similar to the PIROP placement meeting form in that 
it introduces and reviews the requirements of the vessel and the observer’s role and 
responsibilities while on board, and requires the signatures of the captain, observer and 
placement officer. In the case of Mr. Masibalavu’s placement report, the SUP-1 was incomplete, 
especially the vessel safety checklist portion which was the responsibility of the PIRFO observer 
to complete.  
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Mr. Masibalavu boarded the WESTERN PACIFIC on April 9, 2016, and the vessel departed Pago 
Pago on April 23, 2016. He collected observer information until becoming ill about two weeks 
into the trip. On May 19th, the captain of the WESTERN PACIFIC made the decision to head into 
port as Mr. Masibalavu’s condition appeared to be getting worse. Mr. Masibalavu passed away 
enroute to Pago Pago on May 20, 2016. Authorities including the USCG, OLE, American Samoa 
Department of Public Safety (DPS), the coroner, and EMS were contacted and were at the dock 
when the vessel arrived on May 21, 2016.  

The USCG and OLE initially conducted an informal investigation to characterize the cause of 
death. DPS, USCG and OLE interviewed the captain and crew of the vessel, collected all personal 
items from Mr. Masibalavu’s stateroom, and searched the vessel for any indications of foul 
play. Due to privacy concerns, details from the USCG and OLE reports cannot be included in this 
report. However, all parties concluded that Mr. Masibalavu appeared to have died of natural 
causes from a pre-existing medical condition.  

No.  Program Discussion Review Element(s)   
1 PIROP 4.8.2.7, 1.2.1 Practices/Policies, Safety Reporting 
 Finding While in Pago, Pago AS, the reviewer was invited on board the F/V 

WESTERN PACIFIC to meet with the owner and port coordinator who 
assisted in Mr. Masibalavu’s return to port and to Fiji. Mr. 
Masibalavu had served on board the vessel before his last 
deployment and was respected and liked by the crew and captain. In 
the absence of an investigative report or press release from NOAA 
Fisheries, the USCG, or OLE, or a report from the local authorities at 
DPS, the circumstances surrounding the loss of Mr. Masibalavu while 
deployed at sea on a US-flagged tuna purse seine vessel remain 
officially unresolved. While it appears there was no foul play 
involved, the lack of transparency might be seen as troubling in light 
of several other reports of PIRFO observers being lost overboard on 
non-US flagged purse seiners in this fishery62. In addition, the lack of 
completion of the vessel safety checklist highlights procedural 
oversights in the PIRFO observer program. 

 Recommendation NOAA Fisheries should work with the PIRFO program, WCPFC, and 
the AS DPS as appropriate to bring a transparent closure to the loss 

                                                      
62 http://pacificguardians.org/blog/2017/07/01/a-png-fisheries-observer-reported-missing-off-a-chinese-flagged-
fishing-vessel/  
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of Mr. Masibalavu with an appropriate report or press release. Any 
future observer serious injuries, loss of life or disappearance of 
observers where NOAA Fisheries or a US-flagged vessel is involved 
should be investigated and reported in as transparent a manner as 
soon as possible to avoid public and media speculation, and so that 
any lessons learned can be applied to future observer safety training 
and policy development. See also discussion in section 1.2.1. 

 
The SPTT assistance agreement is ambiguous and lacks detail regarding of the responsibilities of 
the USG. Following the death of Mr. Masibalavu, ASOP staff notified all the relevant 
enforcement and medical authorities prior to the vessel returning to shore. The ASOP 
continued to work with the vessel and local authorities to have an autopsy completed, death 
certificate issued, and the body returned to Fiji for interment. The SPC/FFA were not directly 
involved in these actions but were kept informed by the ASOP.   

No.  Program Discussion Review Element(s)   
1 PIROP-ASOP 4.8.2.7 Practices/Policies, Regulations 
 Finding The ASOP staff are placed in a very ambiguous role while serving as 

the placement officer for the WCPFC. There are no guidelines 
describing the extent or limitations of ASOP staff assistance to PIRFO 
observers involving observer conduct, vessel placement decisions, or 
other deployment-related tasks.  

 Recommendation Based on experience with the recent loss of Mr. Masibalavu, and the 
additional duties placed on ASOP staff, the terms of the SPTT 
agreement should be more detailed and comprehensive with well-
defined roles and responsibilities, and clear lines of authority. 

 
5 INTERNATIONAL OBSERVER PROGRAMS/REGIONAL FISHERIES MANAGEMENT 

ORGANIZATIONS (RFMO)/REGIONAL FISHERY BODIES (RFB) 

5.1 Introduction 

One of the first observer programs in the world started with the Inter-American Tropical Tuna 
Commission (IATTC) in the 1970s. Observers were placed on purse seine vessels to monitor and 
document dolphin bycatch in the Eastern Pacific tuna fishery. Since that time, over 50 domestic 
and international observer programs have been created around the world due to the need for 
critical information collected by observers for compliance, stock assessment and fisheries 
management purposes. 


