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I was born and raised on a ranch on the East Rosebud river and I do love my beef. 

There are always those who would want to make the marketing of our product more 

difficult. 

In 2009, the Wall Street Journal praised Sen. Max Baucus’ “Fish Sense.” We’re lucky 

four years later he’s still got it. At the time, Baucus was sticking up for beef as a 

convoluted, protectionist provision designed to block imported fish from competing with 

catfish was swimming around the Senate and oddly threatening ranchers. All this while 

later, that provision is still around but so is Baucus. 

The 2008 Farm Bill brought with it many things, including an amendment that sought to 

have regulation of catfish assigned to the USDA, despite the fact that FDA already 

regulates it. It was part of a fake food safety scare that a special interest group was 

selling on Capitol Hill. Baucus wasn’t buying. 

The fishy provision would see certain imported fish blocked from the U.S. market by 

regulatory hijinks. And, in the end, the program would cost tax payers $170 million 

dollars to have USDA do a job FDA is doing perfectly well for $7 million. Were the 

program implemented, beef would be in the bulls-eye of a trade war that ranchers, like 

my family, never wanted anything to do with. 

As the 2013 Farm Bill makes its way ever so slowly toward final passage, the catfish 

conundrum is back. But this time, Baucus, as a senior member of the Senate 

Agriculture Committee, will be in a unique position to ensure this wasteful trade barrier 

is done away with once and for all. 

Now that the House and Senate have passed their own versions of the Farm Bill, 

specific lawmakers, like Baucus, are chosen to come together in a conference 

committee to hammer out a final bill. The amendment to repeal the USDA catfish 
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program has much more to do with finished cattle than fish and Baucus can lead real 

defenders of U.S. agriculture interests in making sure repeal remains part of that final 

bill. 

He is lauded for his leadership in this fight to keep important export markets open to 

U.S. beef but he’s not alone; the Government Accountability Office, a bipartisan group 

in the Senate, the House, and the White House are allied against the wasteful program. 

But they’re not part of the Farm Bill Conference Committee, which will decide what 

stays and what goes. 

The Agriculture secretary called opening Asian markets to beef “… great news for 

American ranchers.” Even better news would be an end to unscientific, special-interest 

trade barriers that ultimately hurt a commodity that doesn’t even have a proverbial horse 

in the race. 

In this case, it’s not a mix of street sense and political sense that’s needed to protect the 

beef community, it’s a mix of common sense and fish sense. Sen. Max Baucus has 

both. 

Raised in Absarokee, Mary Ann Arthun Frank comes from a proud family of Montana 

ranchers. She now lives in Auburn, Calif. 

 


