
 
The fishy deal on catfish 
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Catfish is one bottom-feeder with friends in high places. In fact, they’re about to hook 

two prominent U.S. senators into spending $15 million a year – permanently – to build a 

special Catfish Office inside the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

For the past three weeks, Sen. Jeanne Shaheen (D-N.H.) and I have asked for a vote in 

the Senate on our amendment to the 2013 Farm Bill that would repeal this absurd 

Catfish Office. A strong majority of the Senate would support it. But despite our 

repeated requests, the Chair and Ranking Member of the Agriculture Committee, Sens. 

Debbie Stabenow (D-Mich.) and Thad Cochran (R-Miss.), have chosen to block a vote. 

What makes catfish so special? It turns out that catfish farmers in Mississippi, Alabama 

and Arkansas are having a difficult time selling their crusty mudcats to consumers. 

When American families dine on shrimp, tilapia, or the occasional fried catfish, they tend 

to prefer good-tasting seafood at the best prices, which generally comes from the vast 

supply of imported Asian seafood. Rather than compete, southern catfish farmers asked 



their powerful friends, the senators from Michigan and Mississippi, to support a law in 

the Farm Bill that forces Americans to buy domestic catfish. 

They want you to think Americans have been eating unsafe foreign catfish (it’s just 

catfish, of course) even though the FDA, the CDC, and the USDA itself say that’s 

untrue. Out of the 1.8 billion catfish enjoyed by Americans each year, only two illnesses 

are reported on average. 

If the chairman and ranking member have their way, the Farm Bill will soon ban catfish 

imports for seven years due to “food safety concerns” while USDA organizes a 

specialized catfish inspection office. During that time, southern catfish farmers become 

big fish in a much smaller pond – at the taxpayer’s expense. 

I obviously support maintaining a safe food supply. But seafood inspections already fall 

under FDA’s jurisdiction, which requires foreign catfish farms to follow the same food-

safety standards as domestic farms. Unless catfish have suddenly sprouted legs, USDA 

should stick to meat, poultry and egg inspections. 

Don’t take just take my word for it: The Government Accountability Office (GAO) 

investigated this catfish sham and in four different reports concluded that it is duplicative 

of FDA’s standards and a waste of taxpayer money. One GAO report, simply entitled 

“Inspecting Catfish Should Not Be Assigned to USDA,” said the department would use 

“outdated and limited information” and “the cost-effectiveness of the catfish inspection 

program is unclear because USDA would oversee a small fraction of seafood imports.” 

That same report calls on Congress to repeal the catfish inspection program. 

I hope supporters of good government will join us in publicly demanding that the 

Senate’s Farm Bill managers allow a vote on this amendment. This is one fishy deal 

that needs to be fried on behalf of the American taxpayer. 

Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.) 
 

 

 


