
 
 

Catfish vote expected at end of farm 
bill conference 
 

The USDA was expected to place tougher restrictions on imported catfish from countries like Vietnam, benefiting 

domestic fisheries. | REUTERS   
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A provision that would move catfish inspections out of USDA and back to FDA will be one of 
several to get separate votes when the farm bill conference committee resumes in January, Rep. 
Vicky Hartzler says she has been assured by Rep. Frank Lucas, the conference committee 
chairman. 

Hartzler (R-Mo.) is not a member of the farm bill conference committee, but she has a strong 
interest in what happens with regard to catfish inspections. In March she introduced H.R. 1313, a 
bill that would repeal a provision included in the 2008 farm bill that moved catfish inspections 



from FDA to USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service. A similar measure is included in the 
House’s version of the farm bill but not the Senate’s. 

However, based on a recent conversation Hartzler says she had with Lucas (R-Okla.), the catfish 
provision will be one of those to get decided by separate votes by the entire conference 
committee in their second and final meeting sometime in January. This after most of the higher 
profile matters, including crop subsidies and food stamp cuts, are already agreed upon by the four 
principal negotiators: Lucas, Rep. Collin Peterson (D-Minn.), Sen. Debbie Stabenow (D-Mich.) and 
Sen. Thad Cochran (R-Miss.). 

“Chairman Lucas has told me that the conferees will all vote on that particular provision on the 
final day of the conference committee, and I’m hopeful that we’ll get it passed,” Hartzler told 
POLITICO this morning. 

Despite heavy bipartisan support for giving catfish inspections back to FDA, which handles all other 
seafood inspections, the change is not a sure thing in the farm bill conference. It was principal 
negotiator Cochran’s provision in the 2008 farm bill that originally gave catfish to USDA, and he 
has expressed an unwillingness to budge on the matter, which is an important one for the catfish 
industry in his home state. 

The USDA was expected to place tougher restrictions on imported catfish from countries like 
Vietnam, benefiting domestic fisheries; however the switch has been plagued with delays. The 
USDA reportedly spent $30 million on the effort before idling the program. 

“The [USDA] catfish program is a potential violation of the [World Trade Organization] guidelines 
and could spark a trade war with some of the countries we export [corn and other commodities] 
to,” Hartzler said. “The farmers in my district don’t want to jeopardize trade with Southeast Asia 
over this program that is not needed for the consumer and is wasting tax-payer dollars.” 

The farm bill principals have said they are on the verge of wrapping up a “framework” agreement 
that they believe will be ready for a final floor vote in January. Most of their efforts have been 
focused on resolving the biggest differences between the farm bill versions that were passed in 
the Senate and House, but there are some matters, like the catfish provision, that don’t fall into 
the parameters of core farm bill issues and separate votes are seen as the best way to deal with 
them. 

The USDA catfish provision of the 2008 farm bill has been especially contentious, drawing fire from 
Vietnam and Indonesia. One of the sharpest critics has been the Government Accountability 
Office, the research arm of Congress, which wrote a scathing assessment last year. 

“If [the catfish inspection] program were implemented, GAO expects it would cause duplication 
and inefficient use of resources in several key areas,” the report states. “First, the program 



requires implementation of hazard analysis plans that are essentially the same as FDA’s hazard 
analysis requirements. Second, if the program is implemented, as many as three agencies — FDA, 
FSIS and NMFS — could inspect facilities that process both catfish and other types of seafood. 
Both FDA and NMFS officials stated that continuous inspection will not improve catfish safety and 
is counter to the use of FDA’s hazard analysis requirements, in which systems are most efficiently 
monitored periodically rather than daily.” 

 


