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Jan. 17 — Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.) spoke out on the Senate floor Jan. 16 against including the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture's catfish inspection program in the Consolidated Appropriations Bill of 2014, 
listing it among the “policy riders and pork barrel projects” that he said prevented him from voting in favor 
of the $1.012 trillion omnibus spending package. 

The bill nevertheless was passed by a vote of 72-26 in the Senate later that day, and headed to President 
Barack Obama's desk for signature before a short stopgap government funding bill expires Jan. 18. 

The inspection program, instituted in the 2008 farm bill, would transfer inspection responsibilities for 
catfish imports from the Food and Drug Administration to the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Food 
Safety and Inspection Service. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce opposes the program, calling it wasteful 
and protectionist, and warns that it could lead to retaliatory trade measure by Thailand, Indonesia, China 
and Vietnam (05 DER A-9, 1/8/14). 

The omnibus bill “includes a wasteful provision directing the U.S. Department of Agriculture to continue 
developing its duplicative Catfish Inspection Office,” McCain said. “According to the Government 
Accountability Office, this duplicative office will cost taxpayers roughly $15 million a year once up and 
running.” 

“The fact remains that the Catfish Office won't improve food safety. Its true purpose is to ban catfish 
imports for several years while USDA bureaucrats iron-out their procedures with foreign inspectors. This 
program would disrupt our trade relations with Asian countries, some of which, including Vietnam, have 
threatened World Trade Organization retaliation against our agriculture exports, like beef and soybeans.” 

Farm Bill Conference Issue 

The House version of the 2013 farm bill, H.R. 2642, currently in conference committee, includes a 
measure to eliminate the program, but McCain said that Senate conferees are blocking a vote on that 
measure in conference. “I urge the Senate conferees to the Farm Bill to drop their opposition and allow a 
vote in conference on this important provision,” he said. 

Proponents of the program say it does not violate the U.S.'s trade agreements because it imposes the 
same science-based health and safety standards on domestic and imported fish alike, and that it is 
necessary because foreign inspection services are inadequate to identify banned drugs and chemicals in 
the fish (244 DER A-25, 12/19/13). 

One such proponent is Sen. Thad Cochran (R-Miss.), who was instrumental in writing the 2008 farm bill 
provision that created the program. In addition to representing a state on the Gulf of Mexico with a high 
level of domestic catfish production, Cochran is ranking member of the Senate Agriculture Committee and 
a conferee on the farm bill. 

In April 2013, Cochran told FDA Commissioner Margaret Hamburg that catfish producers in Mississippi 
and other states believe imported fish should be held to the same inspection, certification and labeling 
standards that are applied to domestically produced catfish. 



“I know it may be complex and challenging but a lot of producers, and those who are in the catfish 
business here in the U.S., are worried that they are unfairly put at an economic disadvantage as 
compared to foreign importers,” Cochran told Hamburg. 

The full text of McCain's floor statement attached. 

 


