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Lawmakers continue to plot the demise of USDA’s catfish inspection program even after it 

survived an attempt to kill it in the 2014 farm bill. 

If the Commission on the Accountability and Review of Federal Agencies Act, the bill 

introduced last week by Rep. Doug Collins (R-Ga.), gains any traction, a special commission 

would be created to investigate the Agriculture Department’s handling of catfish inspections 

along with other suspect federal spending initiatives. 

“We do believe this is a … duplicative cost program,” Collins told POLITICO about the added 

expense of carving catfish out of all the seafood FDA regulates and forcing it on USDA. “If 

you’re a government program that works, that does what it’s supposed to do … you’ve got 

nothing to worry about from CARFA. But if you’re duplicative, ineffective or wasteful, CARFA 

is coming at you.” 

Collins’ bill isn’t the only pending legislation that would attack USDA’s catfish inspections. The 

Drive Now Act, a bill introduced May 8 by Rep. Ann McLane Kuster (D-N.H.), would take the 

$150 million expected to be needed to launch the program over the next 10 years and instead use 

it to build roads and bridges. 

Like Collins and many other lawmakers, Kuster calls the USDA catfish inspection program 

duplicative — a charge trumpeted by the National Fisheries Institute due to the fact that USDA’s 

Food Safety and Inspection Service officials will be inspecting catfish at some processing plants 

that produce other types of fish that are under FDA’s regulatory authority. NFI spokesman Gavin 

Gibbons says there are thousands of facilities that produce both catfish and other fish, requiring 

dual federal inspections. 

But for Bill Battle, who owns the Battle Fish Farm and the Pride of the Pond processing 

operation, in Tunica, Mississippi, there won’t be any duplication. He, like many others, catches 

and processes only domestic catfish — about 10 million pounds per year. He welcomes the new 

FSIS scrutiny, as he believes it will help to weed out imported catfish and other species from 

countries like China, Thailand and Vietnam that do not maintain the same standards and are less 

expensive. 

“Those other countries can use antibiotics and chemicals that we’re not allowed to use,” Battle 

said. 



“I think it’s going to be a really good thing for the catfish industry,” Battle said. “If everything’s 

OK, why not inspect it? What’s the big deal?” 

Likewise, Ben Noble, a spokesman for Catfish Farmers of America, says the charge of 

duplication is a red herring. FDA does yearly inspections, not daily like USDA, so it’s unlikely 

that officials from the two agencies will be bumping into one another much at plants that process 

more than one kind of fish. 

An attempt to move catfish inspections from the FDA to USDA has survived multiple attacks 

since it was first mandated by the 2008 farm bill. Sen. Thad Cochran (R-Miss.), the lawmaker 

credited for first introducing the measure as a way to protect the catfish processors in his state 

from foreign imports, successfully thwarted an effort to insert language in the 2014 farm bill that 

could have reversed the move. 

Despite receiving the authority to take over catfish inspections almost six years ago, FSIS has yet 

to inspect a single catfish. Now, however, USDA is moving forward in earnest, maybe partly 

thanks to new deadlines contained in the 2014 farm bill that require the department to provide 

progress reports to Congress every 30 days. Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack reported last 

week that USDA was prepared to send a final rule to the White House Office of Management 

and Budget for review by the end of May. 

That means, despite the opposition, FSIS soon will have to send out the new inspectors it needs 

at catfish slaughter and processing facilities in 16 states. 

Exactly how many catfish processing plants will require the daily inspections and how many new 

inspectors will need to be assigned has not yet been estimated by USDA. Department officials 

have preliminarily estimated that there are as many as 18 catfish slaughtering plants and 150 

processing facilities. 

But NFI spokesman Gibbons says USDA is significantly underestimating the size of the job. 

There are thousands of plants where catfish are processed that would require the presence of 

FSIS in compliance with the Federal Meat Inspection Act, and that will substantially push up the 

cost of taking away regulatory authority from the FDA, he maintains. 

The government funds the salaries of FSIS inspectors most of the time, but overtime and holiday 

pay will be borne by the commercial plants. 

And then there’s the additional testing that will need to take place on the U.S. catfish industry’s 

1,439 farming operations, based on an explanation from FSIS on how it will conduct the catfish 

inspection program. The document, presented in 2011 in relation to FSIS’ first stab at issuing a 

proposal for implementing the program, also warns that farmers will have to pay for the regular 

“microbiological, chemical and other testing” that the agency requires. 

Also, the fleet of trucks used to transport live fish to slaughter facilities will have to be upgraded 

to meet the agency’s higher standards at a cost of about $1,800 per truck, FSIS estimated. 



USDA believed, in 2011, that its cost to run the program will be more than $15 million per year, 

while a Government Accountability Office analysis showed that the FDA now spends about 

$700,000 annually. The title of the GAO report, released in May 2012, is “Responsibility for 

Inspecting Catfish Should Not Be Assigned to USDA.” 

Other costs to industry include things like building new office space for the FSIS inspectors that 

will be assigned to slaughter and processing facilities. 

All of these costs and measures are certain to wind up in any arguments made for legislation to 

reverse the catfish inspection move. 

But one of the biggest impacts of the change could be for importers. FSIS, in its 2011 analysis, 

said any assumption that U.S. processors that rely on imports will not face a shortage of product 

from foreign suppliers due to the switch over from FDA “may not be realistic.” 

“If countries that currently export catfish to the U.S. processors are not able to obtain 

equivalency before the implementation date, U.S. processors who rely on imported catfish may 

face a shortage of fish to process or would need to switch products they process leading to higher 

costs and lower profits,” FSIS warned. 

Like other products for which USDA has oversight, facilities in other countries that send catfish 

to the United States will have to be inspected by FSIS and the countries will have to prove their 

food safety standards to be equivalent. 

The 2008 farm bill did not specify whether FSIS would have to inspect pangasius, a Vietnamese 

fish that looks like U.S. domestic catfish but is not technically the same creature. That allowed 

FSIS, when it issued its 2011 proposal, to not clarify the matter. 

However, the 2014 farm bill has tied FSIS’ hands by including language that clarifies that the 

agency must inspect all fish in the order siluriformes, which includes both domestic U.S. catfish, 

aka ictaluridae, and Vietnamese pangasius. That means FSIS inspectors will be dispatched to 

Vietnam and China — anywhere siluriformes imported into the United States are slaughtered 

and/or processed — to make sure the safety standards maintained are equivalent. 

All of this is going to lead to a trade dispute with Vietnam, opponents predict. 

Even before the latest farm bill change, clarifying that all siluriformes must be covered by the 

inspections, Vietnamese Foreign Affairs Minister Pham Binh Minh and Industry and Trade 

Minister Vu Huy Hoang, in a letter sent to Secretary of State John Kerry in October, expressed a 

great deal of concern over the switch from FDA to USDA. 

“From Vietnam’s perspective, this program is an unfair effort to create a barrier to pangasius 

exports to the United States,” they said in the letter. “Our government is unwilling to sit by as 

this program is implemented, and thereby lose access to the United States market, when the 

program so clearly violates America’s WTO obligations and when the product in question makes 

such an important contribution to Vietnam’s rural economy.” 



 


