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Eat Arkansas catfish ... if you can find them
onsider, if you will, the humble Ictalurus 
punctatus.

Waitaminit ... humble? Forget that! This is 
catfish we’re talking about. If there’s a scrappier, 

more ornery, harder-headed fish in this state, show it to me. 
Pound for pound, they pull stronger and fight longer than 
anything this side of an ocean. You want tough? As a boy 
I fished a pond where a hickory ax handle was kept handy 
so you could clock ’em over the head before you put ’em in 
your cooler, lest they bull that sucker over from the inside, 
knock the top off and wriggle their way back to the water, 
your ham sandwich between their jaws.

The catfish also just happens to be a quintessential 
Southern entrée, served everywhere from the most modest 
home to the most upscale restaurant. And to that end the 
fish has historically been farmed over a large swath of this 
state, acres and acres of ponds where they’d get progressively 
bigger until they hit market size, a couple of pounds, and 

were sent to a processing plant and thence to somebody’s 
dinner table.

This combination of piscine pugnacity and culinary 
cachet makes it all the more a wonder, then, that for the past 
few years the catfish industry in Arkansas has been hurting, 
seriously hurting. Outside forces have converged to lay 
waste to what was once the nation’s second-largest catfish 
producing state. And some who ought to know suggest it 
might only get worse.

Ted McNulty, director of the Aquaculture Division of 
the Arkansas Department of Agriculture, notes that catfish 
farmers in Arkansas and other Southern states have been 
facing a battery of setbacks over the past decade or more.

It started with something of a trade war, when fish from 
foreign shores started appearing in U.S. markets. The foot 
soldiers in this war were the basa and the tra — Asian 
varieties of catfish that were being imported from Vietnam 
and China, then marketed as catfish on these shores. Because 
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It’s easier said than 
done as the state’s 

catfish-farming 
industry faces 

threats both foreign 
and domestic.
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In this July 2008 photo, catfish are released into a pond at a Little Rock park. 
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of the much lower labor costs involved in producing these 
fish, it was possible to drastically undercut the market prices 
of domestically raised catfish. Legal action was taken to 
make sure people knew where their fish dinner hailed from 
(more on this anon) but it’s still possible to find these Asian 
variants being served, breaded and fried, some place near 
you.

“I would say the majority of restaurants serve U.S. farm-
raised catfish,” McNulty said, “but we find [the basa and tra] 
in more convenience stores, where you go to get gas. You 
used to go into those stores and [the signs] would say ‘fried 
catfish.’ Now they say ‘Southern fried fish.’”

There’s a newer threat to the catfish market share, too 
— one with a more familiar name. It’s the tilapia, another 
easily farmed, cheap-to-import fish that’s making its way 
into grocery stores and onto menus. Just another turn in a 
vicious cycle for the domestic industry, said McNulty.

“These cheap imports keep us from being able to carry 
the price [of catfish] up in the marketplace,” he said.

And it’s important that catfish producers be able to get 
a higher price for their product because of the other factor 
beyond their control in the marketplace: The price of catfish 
feed.

“Corn and soybeans are the two biggest ingredients in 
catfish feed,” McNulty said. “All your commodity prices 
are going way up. Unlike anything else that’s raised, in 
the catfish industry feed is right at 50 percent of a farmer’s 
annual cost. Five years ago you were talking about $200 for 
a ton of feed; now you’re talking about $400.”

All this has resulted in a huge reduction in Arkansas 
catfish farming, measured by the acreage of ponds being 
used; each acre generally produces about 5,000 pounds of 
fish.

“It’s down a good 50 percent. We were close up to 
40,000 acres five or six years ago,” said McNulty. “We just 
did a feed assistance grant we got through Sen. [Blanche] 
Lincoln’s aid packet. We had a sign-up of 18,500 acres this 
year; I would say we’ll probably be down in 2011 to right 
about the 15,000-acre mark, probably.”

That reduction in pond acreage is not lost on Joey 
Lowery, a board member for the Catfish Farmers of 
Arkansas trade group and current president of the Catfish 
Farmers of America. His Lowery Aqua Farms near Newport 
has been in business for 25 years.

“There’s still a market in this country for catfish and 
catfishlike products,” he said. “It’s true we’ve been displaced 
by a lot of foreign competitors, no doubt about that. I think 
a lot of inferior product has replaced us because of price. 
You’ve got that, and just the economy of growing these 
things — it’s getting very expensive to produce them.”

The first push to use ethanol in auto fuels marked the 
beginning of the catfish farmer’s problems, said Lowery, 
because it caused a spike in the price of corn, which is a 
primary ingredient for ethanol. Add in the fact that soybeans 
are the other major catfish feed ingredient and that “the 
soybean market usually follows the corn market,” and it’s 
pretty easy to predict the result.

It would seem a natural, then, that the best way to help 
the catfish industry in this state is to make sure you’re eating 
catfish that was raised here. But that might not be as simple 
as it sounds.

While Arkansas may still be in the top five of catfish-
producing states, there’s not really a dedicated effort to  
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Top: Natasha Stanley, left, and Towanna 
Whitaker, right, use a vacuum hose to suck 
the guts from a row of fish on the line inside 
the processing facility at Cajun Gold Catfish 
Processors in Wilmot in August 2009.

Bottom left: Dale Diggs moves fish down the 
line inside the processing facility at Cajun Gold 
Catfish Processors in Wilmot in August 2009.

Bottom right: Augustine Martinez closes a 
gate after unloading a truck’s fish tank  at 
the processing facility at Cajun Gold Catfish 
Processors in Wilmot in August 2009.
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market home-grown catfish to Arkansas consumers. That’s 
because catfish production is, on a real-world scale, not that 
big.

“You know, this industry is so small we rely a lot on 
the national Catfish Institute to do a lot of the promotional 
efforts,” Lowery explained. “A lot of times if you try to 
do something specific, you’re 
just duplicating your funds and 
efforts.”

That said, the state board does 
some limited advertising and 
sponsors some events.

An even bigger contributing 
factor to where the cats at your 
local fish joint come from isn’t 
where they are raised so much 
as where they are processed after 
they come out of the pond. There 
are no major catfish processors 
in Arkansas; most of the fish 
produced in-state is shipped to 
Mississippi to be turned into filets, 
where it’s combined with catfish from that state and others 
like Louisiana and Alabama. What goes out to the big food-
service companies is therefore a regional mix of anonymous 
frozen fish planks.

There is some processing done in Arkansas, though not 
on a grand scale. Delta Supreme outside of Dumas is the 
state’s only commercial catfish processor to provide state-

raised fish to the restaurant trade. Phillip Holdeman, the sales 
manager and part-owner of the 11-year-old company, said 
they process up to 125,000 pounds of live catfish a week.

“But we’re a small plant,” he hastened to add. “There 
are some that do way, way, way more than that. We more 
capitalize on quality than quantity.”

Holdeman said that Delta Supreme’s approach is to be 
very picky about the catfish they select; it all has to be pond-
raised, and it all has to pass a taste test. (Yes, they have a 
catfish taster on the payroll; I didn’t ask his name, but assume 
he goes by “Lucky.”)

“We sample [fish from] the same pond three times within 
a week,” Holdeman explained. “If it’s on-flavor every time, 

we will go ahead and take the fish.”
They process those fish and then, unlike some of the 

bigger operations, they deliver directly to their customers 
rather than to a bulk food supplier. 

“There’s no middle man,” said Holdeman. “Our catfish is 
more fresh that way.”

And between 90 percent and 95 
percent of that fish comes out of 
Arkansas ponds, he says, with the 
occasional batch from Mississippi. 
The company has occasionally done 
some state-specific marketing, he 
said, but the inescapable hurdle is 
that locally produced catfish costs 
more than the foreign imports or 
even the domestic catfish from bulk 
processors. And for some customers, 
price is the only priority.

“As one of the owners of Delta 
Supreme, I have to admit catfish is 
fairly expensive,” said Holdeman. 
“But it’s not as expensive as steak.”

Still, there’s some help for the Arkansas catfish farmer. 
Remember that state law mentioned awhile back? It requires 
places serving catfish to post the country of origin on the wall 
or on their menu.

And that law is being enforced, according to Holdeman.
“No proprietor is going to want to proudly put on his 

wall, ‘I serve Chinese catfish,’ ” he said.

“I would say the majority of restaurants serve U.S. farm-raised 
catfish. But we find [imports] in more convenience stores, where 

you go to get gas. You used to go into those stores and [the signs] 
would say ‘fried catfish.’ Now they say ‘Southern fried fish.”

— TED MCNULTY, DIRECTOR OF THE AQUACULTURE 
DIVISION OF THE ARKANSAS DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE

The fried catfish from Just Like Mom’s Home Cooking in Sherwood. 
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acres of catfish farms 
expected in 2011. Five or 

six years ago, the acreage sat around 40,000.

$400 the price for a ton of catfish feed, 
usually corn and soybeans. The cost 
has doubled in the past five years. 

50
the percentage of a 

catfish farmer’s annual 
costs that goes to feed.

5,000 pounds yielded from each 
acre of a catfish farm.

15,000

125,000
pounds of live catfish processed 

each week at Delta Supreme, the 
state’s only commercial catfish 

processor providing state-raised 
fish to Arkansas restaurants.
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