
Voucher questions for NOAA GC 
 
The North Pacific Fishery Management Council has approved the formation of an Observer Advisory 
Committee subgroup to develop recommendations for creating efficiencies in the partial coverage 
category for consideration by NMFS as it works to renew the observer provider contract which expires in 
June 2019.  Among the recommendations being considered is to use the current 1.25% landings fee 
(observer fee/fund authorized under MSA Section 313) to reimburse vessels for observer coverage rather 
than using the fees to fund a federal contract with an observer provider company as is currently the case. 
The closest comparable model is the West Coast Observer Program which used NMFS funds from 2011-
2015 to pay for a grant with Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission (PSMFC) which in turn used the 
funds to reimburse industry for a portion of the observer cost while transitioning to a fully industry 
funded program.  The primary difference between the two models is the source of funding, and potentially 
the mechanism for reimbursement.  
  

1. What MSA considerations should we be aware of in scoping/developing an observer program 
funding alternative that would use fees collected under the MSA observer fee authority to fund a 
contract or grant (e.g. with PSMFC) which would provide a fixed amount of reimbursement or 
"voucher" to a NMFS certified observer provider to apply toward the observer coverage cost for a 
selected vessel? The observer provider would then bill the vessel owner directly for any 
difference between the voucher and actual costs. 

 
More direct legal questions related to the above: 
 

2. Does NMFS have the authority to annually collect the observer fee from industry as we currently 
do, translate it into a fixed amount of reimbursement (e.g. $600, $700) to be provided back to the 
observer provider to use toward observer coverage costs for that particular vessel, as described 
above? If so, what mechanism could be used to reimburse observer providers. Would it need to be 
a) through a grant program similar to the West Coast program, b) through a contract with 
observer providers, or c) could NMFS provide the reimbursement directly to observer providers 
without using a grant or contract?  If not, what agency authorities might allow establishing an 
analogous arrangement? 

 
3. Could the federal government also require the vessel to pay additional funding (out of pocket) if 

the cost of an observer day exceeds the cost of the reimbursement? The intent would be to 
distribute reimbursements equal to the target number of observer days, but if the observer costs 
exceeded the reimbursement, the vessel would be required to pay the additional cost to the 
observer provider company. The goal is to have enough vouchers to cover all observer needs 
within a calendar year with vessels paying above that amount if the daily rate exceeds the voucher 
amount (not that we run out of vouchers and some vessels have to pay-as-you-go late in the year). 
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