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Vietnam, Thailand, China and other countries will soon have to adjust to tougher food safety standards 

if they want to keep exporting to the United States now that USDA, egged on by new deadlines in the 

2014 farm bill, is moving more quickly to take over catfish inspection from the FDA. 

Philip Derfler, deputy administrator for the USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service, said Thursday 

that his agency is working now to satisfy an April 8 deadline for completing its work on a final rule. He 

cautioned that FSIS likely will be a little late. 

“We’re working on it as quickly as we can,” said Derfler, speaking at a meeting held at USDA’s 

headquarters, in Washington, D.C., to discuss the department’s progress in implementing the farm bill. 

The 2014 farm bill (sect. 1206) gives FSIS 60 days from Feb. 7, the date the bill was enacted, to complete 

the final rule. The law further gives the agency a year to implement the regulation, allowing time for the 

White House Office of Management and Budget time to review FSIS’s language. 

Derfler stressed Thursday that FSIS hasn’t stopped working on developing a final rule since it was 

originally required by the 2008 farm bill. 

The battle over catfish inspections has been going on since at least 2008, when Sen. Thad Cochran (R-

Miss.) led an effort to include the provision in the farm bill as a way to tighten the screws on foreign 

countries that were exporting cheaper products, including a catfish-like species from Vietnam known as 

Pangasius, and driving U.S. farmers out of business. 

FSIS has struggled with the new authority. After more than $20 million in start-up expenses, it has yet to 

inspect a single catfish. 

A provision contained in the House’s version of the farm bill would have nullified the change and kept 

catfish inspections at FDA, but Cochran — one of the four principal negotiators — and others fought to 

keep it out of the conference report. 

A trade dispute is now expected. 

As soon as FSIS takes over catfish inspection authority, countries like Vietnam will have to prove their 

safety standards are equivalent to those maintained in the United States. That typically involves a long 

and tedious process, sometimes taking years judging from the steps that foreign countries go through to 

ship beef, pork, poultry and other meat under USDA scrutiny. FSIS inspectors will need to visit the 

facilities where the foreign catfish are grown and processed. 



“The fundamental problem, from a WTO perspective, has not been addressed at all,” says Gavin 

Gibbons, a representative for the National Fisheries Institute, which lobbied during farm bill negotiations 

to keep catfish inspections at FDA. “Beef, poultry and soy exporters will suffer as a result of this 

program. The trade implications for U.S. exports of this type of a clear non-tariff barrier were detailed 

before, during and after the farm bill process.” 

Trade will not stop if foreign catfish suppliers have not completed the equivalency process with FSIS 

before full regulatory authority shifts to USDA, Derfler assured Thursday. There will be a “transition” 

period in which those countries will be able to keep importing so long as they continue to shift to 

“equivalency,” he said. 

“We anticipate that there will be a transition period for foreign countries because they didn’t have any 

kind of equivalency requirement under FDA regulations, which they’re under now,” the FSIS official said. 

“We’re not trying to be punitive, but we will have some transition period to get the countries 

acclimated. … Ultimately we will enforce the law and the law requires that they be equivalent.” 

Equivalency is good for U.S. consumers, asserted Chris Waldrop, director of the Consumer Federation of 

America’s Food Policy Institute, after the meeting. 

“USDA’s program for imports is a lot stricter than FDA’s program,” Waldrop said. “The important thing is 

making sure that the catfish don’t have residual pesticides or chemical contaminants that would affect 

consumers. By ensuring the safety of catfish, having stronger regulations for it, making sure that 

imported catfish is meeting the same standards as domestic catfish we’ll hopefully improve the safety 

standards for consumers.” 

But it’s unclear if USDA will have the resources to implement the catfish inspection program, Derfler 

said. 

In addition to the catfish farms and processors located overseas, there are between 16 and 18 catfish 

farming and slaughter operations and about 150 processing plants in the United States, spread chiefly 

throughout Mississippi, Alabama and Arkansas, Derfler estimates. FSIS may have to find new resources 

to station inspectors at all of these places as well as conduct equivalency assessments on foreign 

countries. 


