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Everyone knows the story of the fish that got away.  
 
Sean O'Scannlain is hoping to avoid such a fate for his pangasius, also known as swai, 
tra, basa or, erroneously, imported catfish. It might be in your fish and chips or fish tacos. 
His opponent isn't really the fish, almost all of which are farm-raised and thus easily 
scooped up with nets, but a U.S. senator from Mississippi whom he accuses of trying to 
protect Southern catfish producers from foreign competition by temporarily shutting out 
imports. 
 
O'Scannlain, the chief executive of Bensenville fish distributor Fortune Fish & Gourmet, 
in January became chairman of his industry's largest trade group, the National Fisheries 
Institute. 
 
In that role, he is tasked with trying to reverse declining fish consumption in America, 
which was down to 14.6 pounds per person in 2012 from 16.5 in 2006, according to U.S. 
Department of Commerce data. And he's trying to beat back a war over cheap imports 
from Vietnam, where pangasius represented more than $380.7 million of the country's 
more than $1.5 billion in fish exports to the United States in 2013. 
 
O'Scannlain met with lawmakers in Washington in February in an effort to try to undo a 
section of the 2014 farm bill that would implement a new, more rigorous catfish 
inspection program, run out of the Department of Agriculture rather than the Food and 
Drug Administration. The program, which would target pangasius as well as catfish, 
would mean higher prices for a period of time. 
 
"The farm bill just really screwed our industry over," O'Scannlain said. "Because a very 
powerful Southern senator wants to have the catfish industry regulated by the Department 
of Agriculture versus the FDA, which has done it forever. So I will have to have a second 
inspector in-house just to regulate these two pallets here." 



 
He points down to unremarkable, sealed cardboard boxes — catfish on ice — stored at 32 
degrees in a cooler the size of a mansion, approximately 5,000 square feet. 
	
 
O'Scannlain's company distributes more than 100 species of fish out of a facility that's 
almost as big as a football field behind O'Hare International Airport. Those fish were 
brought in from 57 countries last year, making the near-airport location ideal. 
 
A tour requires a hat, warm coat and wellies. Before reaching the freezer, kept at minus-5 
degrees, one walks past Chilean sea bass thawing in a bubble bath, nets full of living 
oysters and clams, and a room of expert butchers carving up a variety of fish, including 
some tunas that weigh as much as humans. 
 
Only one area of the warehouse smells like fish, a storage area where all of the scraps 
from the butchering/processing room arrive via conveyor belt. They sit at the end of the 
line in large cardboard bins lined with plastic before being sold to a pet-food producer. 
 
"It's such a waste of money," O'Scannlain, 49, said of the catfish provisions. "Because 
what's going to happen is Agriculture, by their rules, any foreign product that's similar, 
they have to go through what's called a foreign-equivalency review. And what it'll do is, 
for five to seven years, it will block all of the Vietnamese catfish and pangasius. It's to 
screw the competition. It's protectionism at its worst, and it's wasteful government and 
terrible policy. So we're working hard to change that." 
 
Seven years may be an exaggeration — "there's no set timeline" for how long the review 
would take, according to a USDA spokesman. But imports would cease until Vietnam 
has set up an inspection system that is equivalent to America's, a burdensome and costly 
process, no doubt. 
 
Even though many U.S. consumers have never heard of pangasius, it was the sixth-most-
consumed seafood in America in 2012, according to fisheries institute data. 
 
That also means it accounts for a substantial portion of industry sales, although less so for 
O'Scannlain's company itself. Fortune caters more to the gourmet market, supplying fish 
for restaurants, such as Shaw's Crab House, and grocers, including all of the Whole 
Foods stores in the Midwest region. 
 
"It's going to cause a trade war with Vietnam," O'Scannlain said. "Because they're going 
to say, 'Great, then we don't want your beef or soybeans.' … Shows you the power of one 
Southern senator." 
 
That senator, Thad Cochran of Mississippi, objects to the allegation of protectionism. 
According to Cochran's spokesman, new inspections and stricter regulations are needed 
to make sure imported catfish is safe to eat. And Cochran and food-safety groups accuse 
foreign catfish farmers of using prohibited antibiotics and chemicals. 
 



"American families deserve the safest and most reliable food supply possible," said 
Cochran's spokesman, Chris Gallegos. "The USDA catfish inspection program will 
simply require these facilities to undergo more frequent inspections in which foreign and 
domestic producers must abide by the same food safety standards." 
 
Mississippi is the leading domestic catfish producer. 
 
According to The New York Times, about 250 million pounds of Vietnamese catfish was 
imported in 2012 to the United States, where it makes up more than 60 percent of the 
market. Cheaper imports from Vietnam and China as well as skyrocketing feed prices are 
blamed for forcing many domestic catfish farmers to close or switch crops. 
 
By every measure, the domestic market has been contracting since 2003, processing 55 
percent less catfish, or 362 million fewer pounds, in 2012 than in 2003, according to the 
2012 U.S. Catfish Database, an annual report compiled by two professors, one at Auburn 
University and the other at Mississippi State. 
 
Cochran's efforts to tighten inspections aren't new. The USDA inspection program was 
first approved in the 2008 farm bill, which spurred the creation of a catfish inspection 
office at the department that reportedly employs four but has yet to inspect any fish. 
According to a department spokesman, it has spent $15 million to $17 million developing 
the program during the last five fiscal years. 
 
"They never implemented it," O'Scannlain said. "I think it had to do with the fact that the 
(Obama) administration is not particularly excited about this. The president is on record 
being against it. So they've taken their own bureaucratic time. … But with the new law, 
the language gives them 60 days to (issue final regulations and one year to implement 
them). They put a little more teeth in it." 
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