
 

 

Vietnam threatens WTO challenge of U.S. catfish program 
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Vietnam is threatening to challenge a controversial U.S. catfish inspection program at the World 

Trade Organization — if Congress doesn’t first kill the program through the farm bill this fall. 

Seafood inspection has long been the job of the Food and Drug Administration, but in the 2008 

farm law — at southern-state lawmakers’ urging — Congress also assigned the job to the 

Department of Agriculture. Though the new program hasn’t yet inspected a single catfish, the 

move is expected to lead to tougher regulatory standards for the imported Vietnamese version of 

catfish, known as pangasius, that has driven the domestic catfish industry to the brink of 

extinction. 

Two of the country’s top officials have taken aim at the program this week in a letter to Secretary 

of State John Kerry, who just months ago as a senator was fighting on the same side as Vietnam 

to abolish the program. 

https://www.politicopro.com/f/?f=21325&inb


“From Vietnam’s perspective, this program is an unfair effort to create a barrier to pangasius 

exports to the United States,” says the letter signed by Vietnamese Foreign Affairs Minister 

Pham Binh Minh and Industry and Trade Minister Vu Huy Hoang. 

“Our government is unwilling to sit by as this program is implemented, and thereby lose access 

to the United States market, when the program so clearly violates America’s WTO obligations 

and when the product in question makes such an important contribution to Vietnam’s rural 

economy.” 

The program that Vietnam is criticizing was approved at the behest of Sen. Thad Cochran (R-

Miss.), a champion of the domestic catfish industry, and still has its backers. 

“We just want to make sure we protect our industry, which you know is pretty substantial. 

There’s a lot of research and development in that area, too. I’m hoping it’s not going to be 

controversial. We’ll find out,” one lawmaker who supports the program, Rep. Mike Rogers (R-

Ala.), told POLITICO. 

But the controversy already exists. The USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service’s catfish 

inspection program is a top target of both President Barack Obama, who eliminated it in his 

budget proposal this year, and House Republican fiscal hawks who call it a waste of $30 million 

in start-up costs and $15 million in annual expenditures. 

Momentum behind that position appears to be building as more members of Congress say they 

want to abolish in the 2013 farm bill the program they created just five years earlier. 

Three senators sent letters to top farm bill negotiators this week to press their case against a 

program that the Government Accountability Office has on five separate occasions targeted for 

elimination. 

“Multiple studies of this program’s cost and need have shown that it is duplicative and wasteful, 

as well as problematic from a trade standpoint. I believe rescinding this program is in the best 

interest of taxpayers,” one letter from Sen. Mark Warner (D-Va.) says. 

His sentiments are echoed in a similar letter from Sens. Jeanne Shaheen (R-N.H.) and Mark Kirk 

(R-Ill.), who say the catfish inspection program causes the “further fragmentation of our federal 

food safety system” and “will result in inconsistent oversight and inefficient coordination 

between agencies.” 

The two letters come a week after 76 House members sent a similar memo demanding the 

Agriculture Department catfish inspection program’s repeal. The House would eliminate the 

program in the version of the farm bill it passed this year — but the Senate version would not. 

http://www.politico.com/story/2013/08/thad-cochran-catfish-95620.html
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