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Dear Friends: 

The 2021 catfish production year was no doubt a challenging one — with the continuing pandemic, 
persisting labor shortages, and demand outpacing our slowed supply chain. However, even given these 
hurdles, the industry managed to produce more than 307 million pounds of U.S. Farm-Raised Catfish, 
finishing the year with a feeling of optimism for the future. 

The coronavirus pandemic remained the greatest issue facing our world, and unfortunately, we 
continue that struggle today. Supply chain disruption has upended the nation’s food distribution 
networks; labor shortages remain the primary culprit. The result is record-setting levels of inflation, 
making shopping choices for our consumers more difficult. Recent data showed seafood prices rising 
8.4% nationally during 2021. Similarly, chicken prices rose more than 10%, beef was up 13% and pork 
prices reached more than 15% higher than a year ago.  

However, we believe our industry delivers an outstanding product that is valued by our consumers, 
and we continue to see strong sales during these trying times. That’s a good thing for not only our 
farmers, processors and feed mills, but also for the states in which our industry is based. A recent 
university study has revealed that the economic impact of our industry was $1.9 billion, with total 
employment at more than 9,000 workers across Alabama, Arkansas and Mississippi. 

In this year’s edition of The Catfish Institute Annual Report, we will highlight many of our marketing 
accomplishments over the past year. Given the current sales environment, and with so many choices, it 
has never been more important for our industry to find effective methods of reaching consumers, both 
new and old.  

TCI’s marketing team continued to witness an increase of in-home cooking during the second year of 
the pandemic; in response, The Catfish Institute ramped up its online recipe presence through our 
website, social media and 3rd party influencers. TCI aggressively pushed a multifaceted brand awareness 
campaign utilizing radio, television, print and the ever-increasing options on the social media front. 
Communicating to the right consumer — at the right time — with the right message — was our constant 
goal.  

As we move ahead into 2022, TCI will promote a multiple messaging strategy to maintain momentum 
through the lingering pandemic-stressed marketplace. The Catfish Trail project will further expand, 
continuing to engage and collaborate with restauranteurs, chefs, and end consumers from across the 
country. Equally important is the impact of our Catfish Farmers of the Year, who we feature in almost 
every facet of our marketing campaigns. 

We would like to thank our feed mills for their continued support of TCI and its programs, as well as 
our board of directors who willingly donate their time and insight. As we turn the page on another year, 
our thoughts and prayers continue to be with those who have lost family, friends and loved ones during 
these trying times.  

 
 

Harry Simmons, Jr.                                             Roger E. Barlow 
Chairman, The Catfish Institute                            President, The Catfish Institute
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The Continuing Pandemic 

As the global Coronavirus pandemic continued to 
disrupt our daily lives for another year, The Catfish 
Institute maintained its marketing presence across 
multiple platforms. Even as supply chains disrupted the 
normal flow of day-to-day items, the industry worked 
hard to remain top-of-mind among our consumers.  

As COVID restrictions ebbed and flowed throughout 
the year, consumer priorities remained centered around 
the home kitchen. Thankfully, too, many of our 
restaurant allies were able to regain some normalcy of 
operations, regaining some of the ground lost during 
the height of the pandemic.  

Our consumers continue to live, think and purchase 
differently as a result of these past 20 months. At TCI, 
we are continually working to adjust our messaging and 
tactics to make the greatest impact for the U.S. Farm-
Raised Catfish industry.  

In 2021, we launched multi-faceted marketing 

campaigns using a variety of media channels and 
messages. Notably, The Catfish Trail was launched as a 
way to encourage U.S. Farm-Raised Catfish 
consumption, as well as to support local restaurants 
which have long been the backbone of industry sales. 

TCI’s marketing team also continued to connect 
consumers to the farm by utilizing the 2020-2021 
Catfish Farmers of the Year: Luke Smelley of Alabama, 
Terry Kruse of Arkansas, and Will Nobile of Mississippi 
(pictured below).  

 

 

“Responding to all the challenges we’ve 
faced during the pandemic, TCI was able to 
focus its efforts on the resurgence of the 
at-home cooking trend.” 

– GEORGE SMELLEY, Alabama Catfish Farmer  
and TCI Board Member 
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The Catfish Trail 
Launching in 2021 with an initial 27 restaurants 

across the Southeast that specialize in U.S. Catfish 
dishes, we kicked off The Catfish Trail and have plans for 
adding even more stops in the coming months.  

This trail is a way to tell the stories and share the 
recipes of local chefs and restaurateurs who are making 
U.S. Catfish a staple on their menus and on their 
customer’s plates. The Catfish Trail seeks to encourage 
people of all ages and backgrounds from across the 
nation to discover their favorite preparation and place to 
eat U.S. Catfish. A new favorite could be just down  
the road! 

The Catfish Trail has been a terrific complement to 
our ongoing recipe content creation on the TCI website 
(UScatfish.com) and on social media, pushing the 
envelope for U.S. Farm-Raised Catfish consumption, 
both in the home and on the road!  “The Catfish Trail is an exciting project, 

and I’m looking forward to seeing more 
and more catfish restaurants featured 
from all across the country.” 

– AUSTIN JONES,  
Mississippi Catfish Farmer 

More restaurant stops on The Catfish Trail will be 
launched in 2022, and we are thrilled to watch this 
effort grow and gain popularity. 
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National Catfish Month 
August is a critical month in the U.S. Farm-

Raised Catfish planning calendar. During this 
time, we surrounded cooks and consumers 
throughout the Southeast with messages about 
the industry and reminders to eat and cook U.S. 
Farm-Raised Catfish.  

TCI continued to leverage the Catfish Farmers 
of the Year, their videos, stories and recipes to 
showcase the face of our industry. We also 
worked to promote our full library of recipes and 
food photography through broadcast, 
OTT/video, digital display, YouTube, Facebook, 
Instagram, Pinterest, paid search, email and 
influencers. This highly successful campaign 
garnered more than 6.6 million impressions, 
clicks and recipe views.  

While the annual “31 Days of Catfish” 
campaign garnered its usual excitement for 
National Catfish Month, TCI also tested a new 
ASMR video through OTT and social media 
which saw extremely strong engagement. The 
idea surrounding ASMR (autonomous sensory 
meridian response) was to capture the attention 
and taste buds of consumers using the iconic 
“hot-grease-sizzle.”

“Maintaining a positive image and 
building brand loyalty for our product 
is the mission of any successful 
marketing campaign. TCI does an 
outstanding job of ensuring that these 
goals are met.” 

– JIM TACKETT, Tackett Farms and Heartland Catfish 
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Traditional and New Media 
Throughout 2021, The Catfish Institute’s diverse and 

varied media advertising efforts frontlined our 
advertising campaigns, laying the foundation for all we 
do. Television, radio and print continued to provide 
strong baseline coverage across our core consumption 
areas while provide a solid return on the investment.  

TCI’s 2021 television advertising 
campaign continued to feature 30-
second ads, one for each of the 
latest Catfish Farmers of the Year. 
Completely unscripted and 
honest, the ads run throughout the 
year in key markets.  

Now in its seventh year, 
and still witnessing strong 
growth, The Wrangler 
Network, which serves as the 
live video broadcast home of 
North America’s largest 
rodeos, continued to expand 
its digital streaming footprint. 
As a result, TCI is able to 
present its messaging to tens 
of millions of rodeo fans throughout continent. 

TCI’s radio ads also again played an important part 
in reaching our consumers this year. A wide variety of 
TCI-sponsored radio ads aired nationwide, regionally 
and locally. Thanks to our Farmers of the Year, catfish 
consumers were able to learn why and how they can 
serve U.S. Farm-Raised Catfish to their families.  

 
2021 Holiday Campaign 

Over the last three years, TCI’s annual holiday 
campaign has gained steam and garnered significant 
success. During November and December, we reached 
customers throughout the footprint with multichannel 
tactics — digital display, YouTube, paid search, paid 
social media, prospecting + CRM email. Overall, the 
Holiday campaign outperformed our expectations and 
in turn led to users spending more time on our 
website. The Holiday digital display ads alone 
garnered a stout 7.5 million impressions. 

This year’s messaging strategy was focused on 
feelings of nostalgia and memories surrounding 
cooking and eating U.S. Farm-Raised Catfish and 
encouraging them to make new memories during the 

holiday season. Leading 
marketing research 
company Mintel shed 
some interesting light on 
how nostalgic messaging 
can affect consumers 
during times like these.  

 

“Trend and insights partner Mintel takes it a step 
further and notes, “During periods of uncertainty, 
nostalgia can become a strong purchase driver as 
consumers seek reminders of less stressful periods. 
Retro food brands or formats can transport them 
back and engender a sense of calm.” In fact, 
“Consumers often look for comfort in the familiar 
in times of uncertainty.”

Family farms. Family meals.

Luke SmelleyLuke Smelley
2020 Alabama 2020 Alabama 

Cat昀sh Farmer of the YearCat昀sh Farmer of the Year

Terry KruseTerry Kruse
2020 Arkansas 2020 Arkansas 

Cat昀sh Farmer of the YearCat昀sh Farmer of the Year

Will NobileWill Nobile
2020 Mississippi2020 Mississippi

 Cat昀sh Farmer of the Year Cat昀sh Farmer of the Year

U.S. Farm-Raised Cat昀sh comes from local freshwater 
ponds, where our American farmers adhere to the 
strictest standards. It isn’t easy, but that’s what it takes 
to earn the U.S. Farm-Raised Cat昀sh seal. Look for it in 
your grocery store freezer or local restaurants. 
Explore our recipes at UScat昀sh.com.
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Collateral Branding 
Each year, TCI continues its long tradition of 

producing some of the most beautiful recipe 
photography imaginable, combined with 
new and innovative preparations for U.S. 
Farm-Raised Catfish. 

These new recipes and imagery are an 
essential part of developing and 
producing new printed collateral 
materials, like our annual Catfish Calendar, 
which showcases a dozen all-new seasonal 
variations of catfish dishes that are sure to 
keep consumers coming back for more. 
These new recipes are added annually to 
our online catalog of over 250 catfish 
recipes featured on our website, 
UScatfish.com, in addition to being used regularly 
throughout our organic social media content.  

 
  

“Whether in a brochure, on TV, radio or 
social media, TCI’s messaging is always 
professional and effective.” 

– SID NELSON, Alabama Catfish Farmer 
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Co-Marketing Programs 
TCI’s co-marketing programs successfully leverage 

industry funds by working in conjunction with 
processors, restaurants, grocery stores and state 
organizations to support increased sales and advertising 
campaigns for U.S. Farm-Raised Catfish.  

The Partnership Program provides reimbursement for 
50% of applicable marketing costs, up to a set amount 
approved annually by the TCI board of directors, 
throughout the calendar year.  

These partnership dollars fund billboard, television 
and radio advertisements; collateral materials; website 
development; and many other special promotions. All 
funding requests are reviewed by an independent 
committee to ensure validity and sound use of industry 
resources. 

Another extremely successful co-marketing initiative, 
the Sales Incentive Program, leverages processor 
relationships to fund valuable consumer-directed 
promotions in restaurant and grocery chains across 
the nation.  

Creating these new partnerships with large 
restaurant groups, local catfish houses, grocery store 
operators and high-end, white tablecloth 
establishments continue to open new doors for our 
industry sales teams, as they seek to drive sales and 
broaden markets. 

 
   

“It is because of TCI’s co-marketing 
programs that Catfish Farmers of 
Arkansas has been able to continually 
expand its promotional efforts.” 

– BO COLLINS, Executive Director,  
Catfish Farmers of Arkansas (retired) 
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