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It hasn’t exactly been front page news, but there is growing support in Congress to scrap the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture’s “catfish inspection program” that was authorized in the 2008 Farm 

Bill. Opponents are basing their call to dismantle the program on two main reasons – cutting 

federal government costs and heading off a potentially costly trade war with trading partners in 

China and Southeast Asia. 

Why should the corn, soybean and small grain farmers in the Northern Plains be concerned about 

such a program? Well, first, as the USDA budget continues to shrink, there needs to be a 

constant vigil against waste and we don’t want to see our export market, especially for soybeans, 

erode over some silly program that was inserted in the farm bill to appease a small group of U.S. 

catfish producers. 

A recent Government Accountability Report for the catfish inspection program said over the last 

4 to 5 years, USDA has spent $20 million on the program and has yet to inspect their first 

catfish. Surely that $4 to $5 million a year can be put to better use in other USDA programs. 

But the prospect of a trade war developing with two of our trading partners can have far greater 

consequences for American agriculture. To better understand the current situation, a short review 

of the subject is needed. 

What is called the “catfish export war’” has actually been going on for about 10 years now. In 

the 2001 Agriculture Appropriations bill, the 2002 Farm Bill and the 2008 Farm Bill, Congress 

defined catfish to only include U.S. fish and specifically not pangasius, which is what the fish 

exported to the U.S. from Vietnam is officially known as. 

In 2008, at the urging of the domestic catfish industry, Congress shifted the inspection of 

“catfish” from the Food and Drug Administration to USDA, without any debate taking place. 

This action, could eventually result in the Vietnamese fish being blocked from coming into the 

U.S. 

With the term for catfish not defined in the USDA proposal, it leaves Ag Secretary Tom Vilsack 

the latitude to determine if pangasius will be included in the new regulatory scheme, even though 



in three specific pieces of legislation listed above Congress provided a road map for making that 

decision – the term catfish was only to apply to U.S. fish and specifically not pangasius. 

In the past few months Sens. John McCain (R-Ariz.) and Jeanne Shaheen (D-N.H.) have 

introduced a bill in the Senate to repeal the USDA catfish program. A similar bill has been 

introduced in the House by Representatives Vicky Hartzler (R-Mo.) and Lucille Roybal-Allard 

(D-Calif.). Once this legislation, which has the support of many Senators and Representatives, is 

passed it would again place the catfish inspection program in the hands of the FDA, which would 

likely solve the catfish export war and save the federal budget several million dollars each year. 

Several commodity organizations such as the American Soybean Association, the National Milk 

Producers Federation, National Pork Council and the U.S. Grains Council are lending their 

support for repealing the program. While only the U.S. catfish industry is in favor of keeping the 

program in place under USDA guidance. 

Anyone who has gone fishing knows that occasionally you reel in a fish that needs to be tossed 

back in the water. Perhaps the USDA catfish inspection program needs to be tossed back into 

FDA waters. 

 


