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July 7 — A six-year battle that pits the owner of the Red Lobster restaurant chain and the Vietnamese 
government against southern U.S. catfish farmers could soon heat up again. 

At issue is whether to spend money on Agriculture Department inspections of catfish. 

If the House is able to get past the delays caused by the transition in the Republican whip team, Reps. 
Vicky Hartzler (R-Mo.) and Lucille Roybal-Allard (D-Calif.) plan to offer a floor amendment to the fiscal 
year 2015 Agriculture-FDA bill (H.R. 4800) to withhold funding for the inspection program. 

“There is strong bipartisan support for getting rid of a program that wastes 170 million taxpayer 
dollars,”Hartzler said in an e-mail. “If we fail to eliminate this program we risk not only wasting precious 
money, but also sparking a potential trade war.” 

Rep. Terri Sewell (D-Ala.) is spearheading the fight against the Hartzler amendment. A dozen House 
members including Reps. Mike Rogers (R-Ala.) and Spencer Bachus (R-Ala.) signed the “Dear 
Colleague” letter that she circulated before the July recess. 

“This is about fish importers supplying our markets with potentially harmful products,” the letter said. 

Lobbying for Inspections 

Working to keep the USDA inspection program on the books is the Catfish Farmers of America, which is 
being aided by lobbyists at Little Rock, Arkansas-based Noble Strategies Inc. 

The group's president, Ben Pentecost, said the goal is food safety. 

“The industry supports equivalent standards for both domestic and imported catfish,” he said in an e-mail. 
“Supporting USDA inspections is not asking foreign importers or processors to be placed under any 
different standards than we are here.” 

Lobbying Against Inspections 

Hartzler's effort is supported by Darden Restaurants Inc., according to lobbying disclosure reports. 

Tyler Birkel, a lobbyist for Darden, which is in the process of selling the Red Lobster chain, referred 
questions to the National Fisheries Institute. 

“The USDA catfish inspection has been targeted six times by the GAO as a duplicative waste,” institute 
spokesman Gavin Gibbons said in an e-mail, referring to the Government Accountability Office. 

“Defunding it is important on many levels,”Gibbons said. “Whether it's sparking a trade war or flushing tax 
dollars down the drain the program is a pariah.” 

His group counts as its members processors like High Liner Foods Inc. and Groton's Inc. 

McCain Amendment 

If the Senate's Ag-FDA bill (S. 2389) comes to the floor, Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.) plans to offer 
amendment that would end the catfish inspections, according to a Republican aide who spoke on 
condition of anonymity to discuss legislative strategy. 

That spending bill has been stalled along with the rest of a planned mini-omnibus. 



McCain has 14 co-sponsors on S. 632, a stand-alone bill seeking to wipe out USDA catfish inspections. 
The bipartisan backers include Sens. Ted Cruz (R-Texas) and Al Franken (D-Minn.). 

The National Restaurant Association also is lobbying in support of the Hartzler-McCain effort. 

Possible Trade Backlash 

Opponents of the USDA program say it duplicates inspections carried out by the Food and Drug 
Administration and that its real intent is to hinter imports of catfish from Vietnam. 

In a May 28 letter, 10 ambassadors, including Vietnam's Nguyen Quoc Cuong, warned U.S. Trade 
Representative Michael Froman that the program could stand in the way of deeper trade ties, such those 
envisioned by the administration's Trans-Pacific Partnership talks. 

Vietnam's fishing industry has hired trade lawyer James Bacchus, a former congressman from Florida 
and former World Trade Organization Appellate Body judge. 

Failure to end the program eventually could lead to trade retaliation aimed at U.S. exports to Vietnam, 
such as beef, Bacchus said in a interview. 

“Agriculture could be potentially be highly vulnerable,” Bacchus said. 

The Office of Management and Budget is reviewing the rule setting up the catfish program. Vietnam's 
industry has said it's prepared to go to court if the rule goes forward. 

Cochran's Influence 

The inspection program, which was first called for in the 2008 farm bill, has yet to start operations. 

At one part during consideration of the most recent farm law (Pub. L. No. 113-79)—Hartzler added an 
amendment blocking the USDA program. The language was stripped out in conference by Sen. Thad 
Cochran (R-Miss.). 

Cochran prevailed in a Republican primary election in June in part by touting his ability to help his state's 
catfish farmers. Cochran and six other southern senators in a March letter to the Commerce Department 
said domestic producers have been badly injured by a surge in Vietnamese catfish imports. 

Cochran probably would represent the Senate on any Agriculture-FDA appropriations conference 
committee along with the ranking Republican on the full committee, Richard Shelby (R-Ala.); Ag-FDA 
Subcommittee Chairman Mark Pryor (D-Ark.) and Sen. Mary Landrieu (D-La.), all of whom support the 
catfish inspections. 

 


