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COST of OVERWINTERING
CATFISH in ALABAMA

E. W. McCOY and KENNETH CRAWFORD

-Department of Agricvltural Economics and Rural Sociology

'Cd;\'s‘um-:n puMann for catfish exists
‘year.round. The supply from producers,
';mwcver, has been highly seasonal.

Year-round production appears desir-
able beeanse processors could utilize fa-
cilities wore fully, and ensure a constant
sapply. Year-round production could re-
sult, in a lower constmer price, and-thus
increase eatfish sales. Belore year-round
operation is attempted, producers should
give careful consideration to factors in-
volved i seasonalily of production,

Due to biological factors, catflish dis-
continu: feeding when water tempera-
ture falls below 6017 Since most Ala-
bama producers saise catlish in open
ponds, control of water temperature can-
not be maintained. 1f catlish are kept
overwintered in ponds, those that have

“not attained harvestable size at the he-
ginning of cooler weather will require a
holding period until the water is warmer
and feeding resumes. - Unless the fish are
fed a maintenance dict during this pe-
riod, a net loss in weight might ensue.
The loss in feed cfficiency, the additional
labor, and the slower capital turnover
represent costs to the producer,

Four major factons influenee catlish
production: Teed, lingerlings, waler, and
labor, Costs of overwintering would be
aflected by each.
~ Calfish consume a relatively high pro-
tein dict. The price of feed during 1973
and 1974 increased with the shortage of
fish meal and the inerease in price of
substitutes, especially soybean meal,
Therefore, feed conversion has become
crucial in catfish prodoction. When feed
costs exceed 30% of the market value of

the fish, total returny may not cover total-

costs of production. Limited data avail-
able indicate catlish attain the optimum
[eed conversion ratios when waler tem-
perature is between 60¢ and S0°F. Since
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fish may lose weight during the winter
cven though fed a maintenance ration,
feed costs are increased ‘vithout corre-
sponding increases in the value of the
product. .

Production of catfish fingerlings is
geared to the natural reproductive cycle
although spawning can be induced arti-
ficially at different times, The size of
fingerlings is coutrolled by stocking rates.
Under existing production techniques, 2
years are required to produce marketable
fish. Normally, after spawning and
hatching the fingerlings are overwintered
and stocked in food fish ponds the fol-
lowing spring.  Year-round  harvest of
food fish would require year-round sup-
plies of fingerlings. Fingerling co:ls for
year-round | programs should not vary
greatly although summer and fall stocked
Iingcr%ngs may be slightly higher and
Lave a greater risk of death loss.

Water is the one indispensable factor
in fish production. With a natural water-
shed pond, draining and harvesting op-
crations are predetermined by the season.
If the pond is harvested in summer, ve-
stocking cmmot ocenr until the pond s
relilled by windall. Wit spring ov well-
filled ponds, time of harvest way be less
crucial,

Harvest costs are increased during
summer months since fish are more sub-
ject lo oxygen stress. Conversely, with
winter or cool weather harvest, less aera-
tion is required in transporting fish, Dur-
ing colder weather catfish can he trans-
ported without water or aeration.

Fish production requires limited

amounts  of labor except at harvest.

Wihiether ponds are drained or fish are
seined from ponds, labor vequircments
at harvest are increased. With drained
ponds, Iabor availability is crucial to
prevent losses of fish due to oxygen

_stress. As a result, producers have at-
tempted to harvest ponds at a tHme in
east conflict with other farm enterprises.

Traditionally, winter has been a time
when labor was free from other produc-
tion activities. This possibly has encour-
aged spring stocking on muny Alabama
farms.

Overwintering catfish thas incurs hoth
additional cost and  additional visk for
open pond production. Data from two
producers stocking the same size finger-
lings but harvesting at different dates are
shown in the table. Both producers fed
floating feed, and the period between
stocking and harvest was approsimately

Winler  Summer
Stocking date harvest  harvest
April  September
Pounds :
stocked/1,000°...... 60 - 60
Havvest date . .......... February  July
Pounds L
harvested/1,000° .. 1,087 800
Production days ........... ~ 300 300
Net pounds .
harvested/1,000°.... 3,027 740
Feed efficiency..c.eie. 157 2 0 10

° Pounds per 1,000 ﬂllg(rrlillgs »slucku‘d.

the same. The summer harvest producer
raised 287 1b. less fish than the winter:
harvest producer. The winter harvest
producer had better feed efliciency and,
assuming a feed price of §0.15 per lb.
netted §0.225 per Ib. over feed costs if
fish sold for $0.45 per Ib, If the produc-
tion amounts were equal, summer har-
vest would require at Ieast a $0.06 per
Ib. price dillerentinl above the winter
market price to cover the dilference in
feed conversion ratios. IHowever, since
winter harvest also had a production dil-
ferentinl, at least wn additional $0.08
price differential would be necessary to
equate returns for the summer harvest,
In effect, summer harvested fish would
require a sale price of $0.59 per Ib, to
equale net returns to winter harvested
fish. Unless profit opportunitics are in-
creased Tor summer harvest, producers
will contimie the trewd toward spring;|
stocking and fall or winler harvest,

Catfish producers, like other farm op-
crators, atlempt to conduct their opera-
tions in the most ellicient manner in or-
der to maximize profits, To increase
processing clliciency by year-round op-
eration, seasonal price dilferentials great
cnough to overcome cost and risk differ-
entials must be instituted, Tligher prices
for summer harvest catfish ust be justi-
fied by higher consumer prices during
the summer months, 1l consumer demand
will not respond, then alternatives such
as seasonul processing and storage should
be considered.



