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1.0 Structure and Process
1.1 Introduction

The Catfish Farmers of America (CFA), a non-profit trade association, is an association of U.S.
farm-raised catfish producers, suppliers, processors, marketers, and associated individuals from
academia, research, regulatory, and technical consulting entities. The U.S. catfish industry has
long had a strong commitment to sustainability. U.S. pond-raised catfish has been rated as
“Green” for many years by the Seafood Watch program and is now rated as “Super Green.” U.S.
catfish farms are multi-generation family farms with strong local roots in the U.S. states of
Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas, and Louisiana. Many catfish farmers are avid outdoorsmen and
women who enjoy hunting and fishing and have a strong interest in and understanding of the
need to conserve land, water, and other resources for the well-being of their families and to
preserve the outdoor life that they enjoy. For these same reasons, catfish farmers recognize the
importance of continuous improvement in environmental sustainability. Given the recognition of
the need for continuous improvement in environmental sustainability, CFA began to seek to
develop a rigorous and applicable environmental sustainability certification program that
provided the desired accountability 16 years ago, in 2009. The result was the U.S. Farm-Raised
Catfish Environmental Sustainability Certification Program (U.S. Catfish Sustainability
Program).

The U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program is a small program that has a single standard with no
plans to develop additional standards in the foreseeable future. The focus of CFA is its industry,
U.S. catfish farmers and associated supply chain partners, and individuals from academia and
consulting companies who provide research and Extension support to the U.S. catfish industry.
As such, CFA is not interested in development of standards for other species or other countries.
Moreover, U.S. catfish production is concentrated in the Mississippi/Alabama/Arkansas/
Louisiana geographic area (USDA-NASS, 2024; Hegde et al., 2022) that constitutes the
geographic scope of the U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program.

The U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program differs from other environmental sustainability
certification programs in several ways: 1) the scope is limited to one sector of U.S. aquaculture,
the U.S. catfish industry, in one region of one country; 2) the Scheme Owner is an industry trade
association, not an NGO; 3) the Certification Body is a unit of the U.S. federal government; and
4) the Accreditation Body is a higher division of the U.S. federal government.

The USDA-Processed Verified Program (USDA-PVP) serves as the Certification Body and the
USDA-Quality Assessment Division serves as the Accreditation Body. The choice of a U.S.
government entity provides a high level of rigor. Auditors are full-time professional employees
of USDA involved in auditing USDA standards for beef, eggs, and other agricultural products.
USDA government auditors are not paid by the farms they audit, but are salaried U.S.
government employees. USDA auditing processes are highly prescribed and codified in the many
formal procedures in which government employees are trained and required to follow. The
USDA-PVP program is grounded in the ISO 9001 Quality Management Systems. The result of
the many formal policies and procedures, accompanied by equally rigorous enforcement, is that
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the U.S. has one of the most stringent environmental regulatory and enforcement systems in the
world (Abate et al., 2016). U.S. citizens enjoy improved air and water quality and improved
public health among other benefits of the rigorous regulatory and enforcement framework in the
U.S. (OMB, 2017; 2024).

The stringency of U.S. environmental laws and regulations is further enhanced by the structure
of governance in the U.S., a republic of 50 sovereign states. As a result, each of the 50 states can
pass and enact laws that are more rigorous than those of the federal government. Many of the
federal laws are enacted in partnership with state agencies through which the federal mandates
are enforced by state-level agencies and personnel who are more familiar with their state and
region.

Despite the rigor and breadth of the U.S. environmental regulatory and enforcement framework,
there are several areas of environmental sustainability that are not covered by U.S. federal or
state law. Moreover, CFA and its members recognize the need for continuous improvement in
environmental sustainability. To provide greater accountability of the environmental
sustainability of U.S. Farm-Raised Catfish, CFA developed the U.S. Catfish Sustainability
Program.

1.1.1 Objectives

1. To provide greater accountability of the environmental sustainability of U.S. Farm-Raised
Catfish.

2. To develop and encourage participation by U.S. catfish processors, farmers, hatcheries, and
feed mills in a quality management system for environmental sustainability.

3. To provide clear definitions for those aspects of environmental sustainability not covered and
enforced by U.S. law.

4. To provide the rigor of 3rd-party verification of environmentally responsible practices
through U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) auditors for scrutiny of farm, hatchery, and
feed mill practices.

5. To provide clear information to consumers through the use of the USDA shield' that is widely
trusted among U.S. consumers.

6. To make the U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program available to all applicants who process and
grow channel (Ictalurus punctatus) and hybrid (Q Ictalurus punctatus x 3 Ictalurus furcatus)
in the U.S. regardless of size, scale, management, business structure, or number of farm sites.

1.1.2 Scope

The scope of the U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program is the U.S. farmed catfish industry that
includes U.S. farms, hatcheries, and processing plants that grow, process, and sell channel
(Ictalurus punctatus) and hybrid (9 Ictalurus punctatus x & Ictalurus furcatus) catfish and the
feed mills that supply feed to farms and hatcheries. The seafood ingredient to be certified is U.S.-

! Use of the USDA shield must be approved by USDA-PVP prior to its use. As U.S. government property, use of the
USDA shield without permission is illegal and subject to criminal penalties.
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farmed catfish. The U.S. Sustainability Program is applicable only to U.S. farmed catfish. Use of
the certification logo requires that all (100%) certified product be U.S. farmed catfish. All
production systems used to raise channel and hybrid catfish in the U.S. are included in the scope.

The U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program is a voluntary program of the Catfish Farmers of
America that does not, and cannot, require all U.S. catfish companies to participate. CFA is a
trade association for which membership is voluntary and does not control or influence access to
markets.

1.2 Decision-making authority

The U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program is owned by the Catfish Farmers of America (CFA).
Thus, the decision-making authority for the program lies with the governance structure of CFA
through its Board of Directors. Of the 29 Directors, 24 are elected representatives of state catfish
associations, with the remaining five slots elected by residents of states in regional time zones
who may not otherwise be eligible to vote. Thus, Directors are not appointed, but are elected by
the association membership to represent catfish farmers and affiliated businesses in the
governance of CFA.

The U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program operates under the oversight of the CFA Standards
Technical Committee, with members appointed by the Executive Vice President as directed by
the CFA Executive Committee. Given the small size of CFA in terms of revenue and budget,
staff, geographic scope, and numbers of standards as compared to other entities with
environmental certification programs, there is a single committee, the Standards Technical
Committee that provides oversight throughout the development, implementation, and
performance of the Standard.

The Chair of the Standards Technical Committee has primary responsibility for the U.S. Catfish
Sustainability Program. The Chair reports to the Standards Technical Committee at meetings
held at least annually, with interim meetings as necessary, and keeps the CFA Executive Vice
President, Executive Committee, and Board of Directors informed.

1.3 Standards Technical Committee

Membership of the Standards Technical Committee includes at least one representative from
each of the major U.S. catfish-producing states (Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas, and Louisiana),
and at least one growout farm, one processor, and one hatchery farm, a minimum of two
technical experts in catfish aquaculture and environmental sustainability, and at least one
representative from a non-profit organization.

1.4 Development and Revision of the Standard(s)

The current standard was developed over a period of approximately 16 years, dating back to
2009. The following steps were followed:

1. CFA formed a Sustainability Committee;

Page 5 of 10



Terms of Reference
CFA Sustainability Program
Version 1.0, September 23, 2025

2. Committee reviewed the scientific literature on environmental sustainability with respect to
aquaculture and that of environmental certification;

3. Committee held a series of consultations with individuals and representatives of
environmental certification entities;

4. First draft of the Standard was developed by the Chair of the CFA Sustainability Committee

5. The Standard was reviewed by the CFA Sustainability Committee with reporting to and input
from the CFA Board of Directors;

6. The Standard was reviewed by USDA from an auditing and aquaculture scientific perspective
(PVP, QAD, and USDA aquaculture experts outside PVP/QAD) in terms of whether it met
the criteria of “verifiable, repeatable, auditable, feasible, and factual”;

7. Following the CFA decision to work with USDA as the certification (USDA-PVP) and
accreditation body (USDA-QAD) for the CFA Sustainability Program, a more formal CFA
Standards Technical Committee was formed to provide oversight over the program, including
the process for review and future revisions to the Standard

1.4.1 Development of proposed scope, objectives, and justification of need

This program and the Standard were developed over approximately 16 years, in response to
needs expressed by members of CFA expressed through their representatives who serve on the
Board of Directors. To better understand stakeholder needs, a survey was conducted in 2019 of
U.S. catfish processors to better understand the need and interest in development of a 3™-party
certified environmental certification program. Survey results, along with review of scientific
literature on environmental sustainability with respect to aquaculture and that of environmental
certification, and consultations with individuals and representatives of environmental
certification entities informed the scope and objectives of the Standard.

1.4.2 Steps in standard-setting process for revisions

While the initial Standard was developed over a 16-year period of thoughtful and deliberative
input from many individuals, the steps for future standard-setting, formal periodic reviews, and
revisions have been formalized as follows (Figure 1):

1. Chair of the CFA Standards Technical Committee reviews public comments and suggestions
received over time on the current standard (contact information and web address for
comments are available on the CFA website);

2. Chair develops a preliminary draft revision of the standard that is reviewed by the CFA
Standards Technical Committee;

3. The CFA Standards Technical Committee revises the draft following its discussion and
consensus on the appropriate revisions;

4. The committee’s draft is made available on the CFA website for a 60-day public comment
period followed by an additional 30-day public comment period;

5. Following receipt of public comments and suggestions, the Chair revises the Standard and
submits the revision to the CFA Standards Technical Committee;

6. Following approval by the CFA Standards Technical Committee, the revised Standard is then
submitted to the CFA Board of Directors for approval;
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7. Following CFA Board of Directors approval, the Standard is sent to USDA for review as to
whether it is “verifiable, repeatable, auditable, feasible, and factual” from an auditing
perspective;

8. The final version is published on the CFA website with notifications sent to stakeholders.

1.4.3 Timeline of standard-setting

The CFA Standards Technical Committee is kept informed by the Chair of feedback, comments,
and suggestions from stakeholders and the public. The Committee meets at least annually, but
also meets more often in the event of the need for input, decisions, or revisions. An Annual
Management Review is conducted annually by the committee through which it evaluates
program performance, including comments or complaints received from the public. The
Committee conducts a formal review of the U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program every 5 years.
Given the official start of the program in June, 2024, with approval of the first catfish company,
the first 5-year review is scheduled for 2029. The Committee has the authority to choose to
revise the Standard earlier when it deems it necessary to do so. The 5-year review process will be
initiated in 2028 to allow for sufficient time to accommodate the 90 days of public comment
periods, revisions, review by the Committee and the Board, and for final approval to be
completed within the 5-year period.

1.4.4 Opportunities to contribute

The structure of the CFA Sustainability Program is such that there is substantial opportunity for
both formal and informal input and contributions to the program that occur: at the CFA annual
convention (that is attended by CFA members but also the general public, and officials from
various state and federal agencies), periodic meetings of the CFA Board of Directors, direct
communications with the chair of the Standards Technical Committee, and the opportunity to
provide comments through the website. A key aspect of the CFA Sustainability program is that
the industry members of the Standards Technical Committee and of the CFA Board of Directors
are elected representatives from their various states. As representatives, they have the
responsibility to inform those they represent in their home states of initiatives and developments.
As a relatively small program, moreover, the Chair of the Standards Committee is well known
among the CFA membership and receives frequent contacts by various farmers, processors,
hatcheries, and feed mills with respect to sustainability. In addition, CFA has maintained a booth
at the Boston Seafood Show for many years at which not only informal conversations occur
between CFA members and buyers, the public, and other interested persons, but the Chair of the
Standards Committee has also made presentations specifically on the CFA Sustainability
Program to attendees at the Show. Show attendees include a wide variety of individuals with an
interest in seafood.

1.4.5 Contact information & how to contribute to consultations

The website includes the name and email address of the Chair of the Standards Committee with
links to contribute comments, suggestions, or complaints on the program to CFA.
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Figure 1. Steps in the Standard-Setting Process (review of current standard and future
revisions) for the U.S. Catfish Sustainability Program
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2.0 Committee Selection, Duties, and Functions
2.1 Committee Selection and Representation

Members of the CFA Standards Technical Committee are appointed by the Executive Vice
President of CFA on behalf of the CFA Board of Directors. Membership of the Standards
Technical Committee includes at least one representative from each of the major U.S. catfish-
producing states (Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas, and Louisiana), and at least one growout
farm, one processor, and one hatchery farm, a minimum of two technical experts in catfish
aquaculture and environmental sustainability, and one outside director. The composition of the
Committee ensures that all farmers and associated catfish businesses are represented by having
their elected representatives (serving on the Board of Directors by election from the state
associations) provide not only input but keep them informed on the program. The members
include technical experts on aquaculture and sustainability as well as one outside director. The
Committee also is required to have representatives from each of the major types of catfish
businesses, including growout farms, hatcheries, and processors to ensure that their voices are
included. Committee members can represent both categories. For example, a hatchery farmer can
also serve as the state representative (as long as that individual had been elected by the state). In
the event that an industry category (i.e., farm, hatchery, processor) is not represented among the
state-elected individuals, the CFA Board will appoint a member to represent that industry sector.
The reliance on CFA Board members to serve on the Committee ensures that state-elected
representatives (CFA Board members are elected by their home states), provides an important
conduit for exchange of information and feedback from all major catfish-producing states, the
geographic scope of the program.

2.2 Committee Meetings

The Committee meets at least annually, but also schedules interim meetings as necessary when
Committee input and decisions are needed to respond to complaints or to otherwise address
questions and issues that may arise.

2.3 Decision-making

The Committee seeks to arrive at consensus in their decision-making across the various
perspectives represented by committee members from different states, different sectors of the
U.S. catfish industry, academic and scientific, and other perspectives. Background information is
provided to all Committee members in advance of the meeting to allow time to both digest and
solicit input and suggestions from those they represent. Committee meetings are scheduled with
sufficient time for ample discussion. While the over-arching philosophy is to seek consensus,
Robert’s Rules of Order are followed in the meetings, with Committee members voting on
motions made.

2.4 Public transparency, including appeals and complaints

Transparency of the CFA Sustainability Program is critical to maintaining public trust not just in
the sustainability program but across the U.S. catfish industry. The mostly rural areas where
catfish farms and associated businesses are located allow for frequent interaction between
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industry members and the public. Many catfish farmers actively participate in local
organizations, churches, and, in some cases, as elected representatives of local communities.
Nevertheless, ensuring that the broader public has an opportunity to provide comments and
suggestions is provided through the CFA website. Contact information and forms to submit
comments, suggestions, and complaints are available on the website along with the Quality
Manual and Operating Procedures, the Standard, listing of the members of the Standards
Committee, the Annual Report, the Complaints and Appeals Policy, and the Terms of Reference
for the CFA Standards Technical Committee.
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