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Low-density catfish farming 

•  Stock up to 1,200 fingerlings/water-acre 
•  Feed no more than 30 lb/water-acre/day 
•  Aeration in ponds is not necessary 

– Aeration of ponds is always preferred 
•  Have 100 koi/water-acre for weed control 

(buy from Whiskers’ Catfish Farm) 
•  Expect to harvest 1,000 lb/water-acre/year 



Medium-density catfish farming 

•  Stock up to 6,500 fingerlings/water-acre 
•  Fed no more than 100 lb/water-acre/day 
•  Aeration every night & on cloudy days is 

necessary 
•  Have 100 koi/water-acre for weed control 

(buy from Whiskers’ Catfish Farm) 
•  Expect to harvest near 5,000 lb/water-

acre/year 



Catfish production trials: 

•  http://www2.ca.uky.edu/wkrec/
SustainableCatfishFarming.htm 
–  0.1 pound catfish (7") grew to 1.3 pounds in 175 days at 1,500/ac 

stocking density 
•  Stocked on 21st April; harvested 14th Oct of 1993 
•  Feed capped at 30 lb/ac/day; fed once daily in afternoon 
•  Survival rate > 95%  

–  7" fish stocked in Oct at 2,000/ac were fed only when water temp >50F 
•  Fish were fed 3% of body wt./day when their average size was < 1 lb 
•  Fish were fed 1% of body wt./day when  their average size was ≥ 1 lb 
•  Fish were 1.5 pounds by next Oct 
  



Catfish growth scenarios 



Catfish economics: Low density 

•  Stocking 1,200/Ac, 9" fingerlings, Oct 1st  
–  Investment in facilities & equipment: $10,138 
– Number of feeding days = 141  
– 1.5 pounds by beginning of July 
– Survival rate = 92%; Yield = 1,656 lb/ac 
– Breakeven price = $3.90/lb 
– At $5/lb sales price, profit = $1,822/ac 
–   Returns to labor & mgmt. = $3,816/ac 



Catfish economics: Low density 

•  Stocking 1,200/Ac, 7" fingerlings, Oct 1st  
– Number of feeding days = 161  
– 1.5 pounds by end of July 
– Survival rate = 85%; Yield = 1,530 lb/ac 
– Breakeven price = $3.18/lb 
– At $5/lb sales price, profit = $2,783/ac 
–    Returns to labor & mgmt. = $4,878/ac 



Catfish economics: Med density 

•  Stocking 6,500/Ac, 7" fingerlings, Oct 1st  
– Number of feeding days = 258  
– 1.5 pounds by end of next October 
– Survival rate = 65%; Yield = 6,337 lb/ac 
– Breakeven price = $2.65/lb ($2/lb if fingerlings 

are bought for $0.13 at Moorhead, MS) 
– At $3.50/lb sales price, profit = $4,978/ac 
–    Returns to labor & mgmt. = $8,047/ac 
–  If pond size was 5 water-ac, breakeven price = 

$1.50/lb; feed amount = 52 tons 



Catfish local marketing 
•  73 Hispanic consumers reported 

– They will buy fresh gutted catfish (84% “Yes”) 
– 70% will pay between $4 and $6/lb for whole1.5 lb 

to 2 lb fish 
•  60 CSA customers reported 

– 52% will pay ≥ $7/lb & 33% will pay ≥ $8/lb for 
fillets 

– 75% wanted their CSA to carry fresh, local fillets 
•  72 FM customers reported 

– Liked fresh, local catfish fillets (63%) 
– 48% will pay ≥$1/lb premium over frozen fillets 



Catfish Processing 
Regulations, Costs, Profit, and Potential 



Catfish processing 

•  Small –scale fish processing 
–  Follows all KDPH (State) & Federal regulations 
–  Each processing facility must have its own HACCP plan 

•  HACCP plan has a product flowchart & CCPs, list of potential 
hazards at CCPs, hazard mitigation procedures, & corrective 
actions is hazards are detected 

–  Each HACCP plan is accompanied by 2 additional plans 
•  SOP: a list of step-by-step procedures that take place during each 

day of processing 
•  SSOP: list of steps associated with cleaning the facility before & 

after each day of processing 

– Always consult with local KY Dept. of Public Health 
employees prior to solidifying processing plans 



Catfish processing 
•  Basic facilities: 

–  Impermeable walls, ceiling, and floor (sealed cement floor) 
–  Floor drain channeling waste water into a septic system or sewer 
–  Covered lights 
–  3-compartment sink w/ drain boards large enough to totally submerge 

the largest utensil/knife used for processing  
–  Handwashing sink with hot, potable running water, soap, & towels 
–  All utensils, including knives, must be food grade 
–  Restrooms should be nearby, with toilet & handwashing sink, and 

should be well lit and kept clean 
–  An entry door/window to bring in fish (a sanitizing foot bath outside all 

doors) 
–  Room must have plumbing, sewage, air conditioning, and good 

ventilation 

If you have access to a 
commercial kitchen (restaurant), 
it can be permitted for fish 
processing when the kitchen is 
not being used for cooking 



Catfish processing 

•  Equipment:  
–  fish holding tank 
–  impermeable tables & plastic tubs to chill fillets 
–  trash cans with lids 
–  fillet knives & knife sharpener 
– pressure washer 
–  thermometer to check chilled fillet temperature 
– calibration-capable scale & metal detector 
–  refrigerator or ice chests to hold chilled fillets 
–  truck/van 



Catfish processing 

•  Supplies:  
– potable water & ice using potable water source 
– disposable gloves, aprons, hairnets, and beard 

covers 
–  trash bags 
– zipper-type bags & labels to hold fillets 
– bleach to create sanitizing solutions 
– soap to wash hands 
– paper towels or hot air dryers to dry hands 



Catfish processing 

•  Ownership costs 

•  Annual fixed cost = $1,604.58  
 

Ini$al	 Salvage	 Lifespan	
	

Deprecia$on		 	Interest		
Land	 	$								150.00		 	$				15.00		
Room	&	sep2c	system	 	$		18,000.00		 	$		5,000.00		 30	 	$		433.33		 	$		575.00		
3-compartment	sink	 	$								700.00		 	$															-				 20	 	$				35.00		 	$				17.50		
Service	sink	 	$								200.00		 	$															-				 20	 	$				10.00		 	$							5.00		
3	steel	food	prep		tables	 	$								600.00		 	$															-				 20	 	$				30.00		 	$				15.00		
4	trash	cans	 	$								120.00		 	$															-				 10	 	$				12.00		 	$							3.00		
Pressure	washer	 	$								150.00		 	$															-				 5	 	$				30.00		 	$							3.75		
Scale	 	$								350.00		 	$															-				 10	 	$				35.00		 	$							8.75		
Ice	machine	 $2,500.00	 $															-	 10	 $250.00	 $62.50	
Air	condi2oner	 	$								150.00		 	$															-				 10	 	$				15.00		 	$							3.75		
Miscellaneous	 	$								200.00		 	$															-				 5	 	$				40.00		 	$							5.00		
Totals	 	$		23,120.00		 	$		890.33		 	$		714.25		



Catfish processing 

•  Weekly operating expenses 

•  Weekly operating cost = $991.20×(1+10%/36) = $993.95 

  Units	 Quan$ty	 Price	 	Amount		

Whole	caPish	 500	 pounds	 $1.50		 $750.00		

Labor	 24	 man-hours	 $7.25		 $174.00		

Water	 1,500	 gallons	 $0.00		 $1.50		

Electricity	 10	 KWH	 $0.07		 $0.70		

Ziplock	bags	&	labels	 1	 box	 $15.00		 $15.00		

Miscellaneous	 $50.00		

Total		 		     $991.20		



Catfish processing 

•  Using the KSU Mobile Processing Unit 

•  Annual fixed cost: truck & ice chests = $184 
•  Breakeven price of fillets = $6.72/pound  

  Units	 Quan$ty	 Price	 	Amount		

Whole	caPish	 500	 pounds	 $1.50		 $750.00		

Labor	 24	 man-hours	 $7.25		 $174.00		

Ice	 500	 pounds	 $0.15	 $75.00	

MPU	daily	fee	 $75.00	

Gasoline	 13	 gallons	 $2.50	 $32.50	

Ziplock	bags	&	labels	 1	 box	 $15.00		 $15.00		

Miscellaneous	 $50.00		

Total	($/day)	 		     $1,171.50		



Catfish processing 

•  Income from catfish fillet sales 
–  500 pounds of catfish processed/week  

•  500 × 35% = 175 pounds of fillets 

– Assuming 36 weeks of operation per year  
•  Processing cost = {$993.95+$1604.58/36} = $1,038.53 
•  Breakeven price of fillets = $1,038.53/175 = $5.93/lb 
•  Fillets sales price = $8/lb; profit margin = $2.07/lb 
•  Weekly profit = $2.07 × 175 pounds = $362 
•  Annual returns to labor = ($362+$174) × 36 weeks = $19,296 
•  Annual raw fish demand = 500 lb × 36 weeks = 18,000 lbs 

–  If whole fish was sold at $2.65/lb, fillets will cost >$9/lb  



Catfish processing & sales 

•  KYDPH charges $120 permit fee for processing plant 
up to 1,000 sqft 
–  Contact local public health dept in advance of processing 

plans 

•  You can obtain a temporary food service permit 
to cook fillets at FM for retail sales (more $/lb) 
– Permit costs $50/market for up to 3 days, $75/

market for 1 week, $100/market for 2 weeks 
– You can process, cook, & sell your fillets 
– https://louisvilleky.gov/health-wellness/forms/

temporary-food-service-application  



What are my options? 

•  If you want to practice low-density catfish farming 
–  Only profitable option is to sell whole fish for $5/pound or 

$7.50 per 1.5 pound fish 
•  If you practice medium density farming 

–  You can sell whole fish to Hispanic grocers and 
restaurants for $3.50/pound 

–  You can process, cook & sell fillets at $13/lb ($5/ 6-ounce 
fillet) in registered farmers’ markets 

•  You need to grow catfish for $1.50/lb to sell raw 
fillets profitably (5 acres of catfish) 
 



Things to keep in mind 

•  You could try some of these ideas 
– Year 1 stock 9" fingerlings that become 

market size in less than a year & then under-
stock 5" fingerlings in subsequent years   

•  This allows catfish sales to start from Year 1 

– Stock cages of tilapia in aerated catfish ponds 
•  This allows sales to start from Year 1 & you have a 

better chance of breaking in the Hispanic 
consumer market with tilapia 



Thank you 
We are looking to help beginning farmers who have 

ponds and an interest in pond culture of catfish & local 
marketing 

Funded by: USDA NIFA 
Beginning Farmers and 
Ranchers Development 
Program 

https://www.facebook.com/usdanifafarmingforcash/ 
 


