
 

Catfish war costing taxpayers, but is it 

taxing consumers? 
By M.D. Kittle  /   April 25, 2013  /   No Comments 

MADISON – Hard to believe such an 

ugly fish could garner so much attention. 

But the catfish, that barbell-mouthed 

bottom feeder (or a facsimile thereof), is 

caught in an intercontinental battle of 

industry combatants — a war of words 

over food safety and government waste. 

A recent U.S. Government Accountability 

Office report turns what it sees as 

potential over-inspection of catfish into a 

poster-child of government duplication 

and waste. 

 

The report, titled Actions Needed to Reduce Fragmentation, Overlap, and Duplication 

and Achieve Other Financial Benefits, found taxpayers could save tens of billions of 

dollars if the federal government would eliminate an array of duplicative and unnecessary 

services. 

 

GAO takes aim at the 2008 Farm Bill, which gave the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 

Food Safety and Inspection Service responsibility for examining and inspecting catfish 
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and for creating a catfish inspection program. The bill takes the duties from the U.S. Food 

and Drug Administration, which long has had inspection powers over all seafood. 

Repealing the USDA’s authority over catfish, “would avoid duplication of federal 

programs and could save taxpayers millions of dollars annually without affecting the 

safety of catfish intended for human consumption,” states the GAO report. 

If the FSIS program is ever implemented, as many as three agencies – FDA, FSIS and the 

National Marine Fisheries Service – could inspect catfish processing facilities. 

The annual cost to the federal government – in other words, taxpayers – to implement the 

FSIS catfish inspection program would be about $14 million, according to the Food 

Safety and Inspection Service. 

 

The FSIS has spent about $20 million so far, although, to date, the agency has not 

inspected a single catfish. 

Squabbles continue on the implementation of the inspection process, not the least of 

which has been a prolonged bureaucratic struggle to define the catfish inspection 

program. 

So, taxpayers aren’t even getting duplication of service for their money. 

“When we’re talking about a federal deficit of hundreds of billions of dollars, if we can’t 

cut a program that wastes hundreds of millions of dollars because special interest 

lobbyists want it, then what can we do?” said Gavin Gibbons, spokesman for the 

National Fisheries Institute, the largest seafood trade association. 

 

World ripple effects 

 

Gibbons may decry the waste of taxpayer spending, but his organization really sees the 

switch in regulatory authority as a giveaway to the leading aquaculture industry in the 

United States, which boasts some $300 million in sales. Gibbons claims the domestic 

catfish industry wants to construct artificial trade barriers through the USDA inspection 

equivalency standards, which, the NFI and others assert, could keep imported catfish out 

and spark a trade war in the bargain. 
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The battle line is the importation of Asian catfish, but more so, the Vietnamese 

pangasius, a different species from the channel catfish raised in and around the 

Mississippi River but with a similar taste and texture. 

 

A Wall Street Journal opinion piece labeled the 2008 Farm Bill catfish provision a 

“not-so-subtle attempt to block fish imports.” 

 

“American producers of Mississippi River catfish have for years chafed at competition 

from the Vietnamese pangasius,” states the March 21 Journal editorial. 

The U.S. farm-raised catfish has lost as much as 40 percent of its market during the past 

decade, due largely to competition from the less expensive pangasius, according to Jeff 

McCord, spokesman and adviser to the Catfish Institute, the public outreach and research 

organization for the Catfish Farmers of America. 

 

The Wall Street Journal editorial goes on to declare the “goal” of the domestic catfish 

industry is to impose prohibitive compliance costs on Vietnamese fisherman to deter 

them from exporting to the United States. 

“Trade lawyers and more enlightened members of Congress realize that this violates 

America’s commitment to apply only science-based safety standards on imports, and that 

it risks sparking Vietnamese retaliation against products such as American beef,” the 

piece states. 

Leveling the playing field? 

 

McCord said the change in oversight has nothing to do with competition and everything 

to do with food safety. 

“What we are trying to do is level the playing field … and also improve consumer 

protection,” he said. 

The Government Accountability Office has described the U.S. food safety system as 

“characterized by inconsistent oversight, ineffective coordination, and inefficient use of 

resources.” GAO has placed the system on its “high-risk” list. 
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A 2011 GAO report noted several problems with FDA’s inspection program, citing 

catfish-pangasius from China and Vietnam as a potential problem area. 

 

One of the key criticisms in the report involves the limited scope of FDA testing of 

imported goods. In 2009, the agency tested 0.1 percent of imported seafood, compared to 

at least 11 percent in Japan, 4 percent in Canada, and 4 percent in the European Union. 

McCord contends the USDA’s inspection processes are simply better than the FDA’s, 

and the FDA’s limitations could put consumer safety on the hook. He, too, claims the big 

money interests of the imported seafood trade, which makes up the lion’s share of the 

seafood consumed in the United States, are trying to stymie the implementation of FSIS 

catfish oversight. 

Food safety experts, however, point out there have never been any real concerns about 

imported catfish. They claim the push to move inspections to USDA stinks of politics. 

“It’s everything that’s wrong about the food-safety system,” said David Acheson, a food-

safety consultant and former FDA assistant commissioner, in a Taxpayers Protection 

Alliance blog. “It’s food politics. It’s not public health.” 

 

That’s the shared sentiment of Richard Raymond, former undersecretary of food safety 

at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, who points out that U.S. Sen. Thad Cochran, a 

Republican who represents Mississippi, home to a significant share of U.S. catfish farms, 

authored the inspection amendment in the 2008 Farm Bill. 

 

“Never mind the obvious effort to protect domestic production here, the bigger dilemma 

is that the USDA now had catfish while FDA had all other fish and seafood. Makes zero 

sense,” Raymond wrote in the Meatingplace, a website that bills itself as “the premier 

multimedia information source for the red meat and poultry processing industry.” 

 

Sen. Tom Coburn, R-Okla., an inveterate budget hawk who said the waste duplication 

and “stupidity” of the federal government “makes you want to pull your hair out,” with 

Sen.John McCain, R-Ariz., last month introduced legislation to kill the inspection 

provision. McCain called the regulation “nothing more than a protectionist tactic funded 

at taxpayers’ expense.’ 
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President Obama’s budget proposal calls for $25 billion in cuts to wasteful and duplicate 

spending, including cutting the USDA catfish inspection program. 

 

But mounting opposition appears to have made little impression on U.S. Rep. Frank 

Lucas, R-Okla., chairman of the powerful House Agriculture Committee, who has 

disputed the GAO findings. He says there is no duplication debate. 

 

“Once the administration publishes the final regulation, USDA will be the sole food 

safety regulatory agency responsible for catfish inspections,” he said in a statement. 

Gibbons, of the National Fisheries Institute, argues that paying for another agency to 

inspect catfish when the existing system is deemed adequate is unconscionable and a 

disservice to taxpayers. 

Contact M.D. Kittle at mkittle@wisconsinreporter.com 
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