
 

Making the case for a better farm bill 
By ARLYS FOWLER Bismarck 
 

Growing up in North Dakota, every student learns the story of how we became a state. President 

Benjamin Harrison essentially closed his eyes and signed proclamations admitting both North 

Dakota and South Dakota to the Union. No one really knows who was first but, alphabetizing 

being what it is, we entered as the 39th state and South Dakota entered as the 40th. It’s a quirky, 

lighthearted tale of Washington that reminds us of a time when things were simpler, and even 

smaller. Ideas where big and agricultural expansion was big but government and debt were not. 

As Washington moves closer to passing a farm bill, perhaps we should think back to a time when 

new horizons and opportunity were the focus of the country’s collective psyche, rather than 

government waste and bloat. 

North Dakota Sen. John Hoeven is in a position to lead the agricultural community in that 

direction when he takes his place as one of the farm bill conferees. He’ll represent North Dakota 

and Western agriculture interests at large, as a member of the select group that will consider the 

House and Senate versions and craft a single farm bill. 

The senator is committed to a bill that embraces a responsible vision. Of the Senate version he’s 

said it, “helps to reduce our deficit [and] streamlines farm programs.” He’s recognized that, 

“America’s agriculture sector not only provides us with the highest quality, lowest cost food 

supply in the world but also employs more than 16 million people in every part of our nation.” 

It’s upon these fundamentals that he should work to ensure wasteful, unnecessary programs are 

repealed. 

Enter a program few in North Dakota have ever heard of: USDA Catfish Regulation. It’s actually 

a program authored by special interest lobbyists, designed to build a trade barrier to foreign fish 

with a serious chance of hurting U.S. agriculture. 

The FDA regulates all fish, including catfish, and switching just that one species over to USDA 

presents regulatory hurdles for imported competition without making the fish any safer. 

And it costs taxpayers $170 million. 
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It’s a program the Government Accountability Office has called out five times. It’s the No. 1 

program targeted for repeal by the independent government watchdog that writes, “responsibility 

for inspecting catfish should not be assigned to USDA.” 

If the proposed program were implemented, GAO says, it “expects it would cause duplication 

and inefficient use of resources in several key areas.” 

In addition to wasting taxpayer dollars, the trade war that would follow would hurt crops like 

North Dakota canola seeds and wheat, not catfish. At a time when North Dakota agriculture 

commodity exports are up by 30 percent, we can scarcely afford international trade retaliation 

over a protectionist barrier erected by a product we don’t even produce. 

Removing wasteful spending and injurious regulations from the farm bill is more than just 

responsible. It’s essential. 

(Arlys Fowler has lived in North Dakota her entire life. Born and raised on a farm, she takes 

North Dakota agriculture issues to heart.) 

 


