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Productive dialogue begins by asking tough questions requiring straight answers.  Join the thousands of American consumers who have already sent letters or e-mails to elected officials asking about our nation’s energy policy.  Start now by clicking https://www.ourenergy.coop/ to ask your elected officials three clear questions to get Congress headed in the right direction.  Brought to you by North Carolina’s electric co-operatives.

Washington NEWS
McIntyre to Serve as Co-Chairman of the Congressional Rural Caucus: U.S. Congressman Mike McIntyre (N.C-7) will be one of the co-chairman of the Congressional Rural Caucus in the 113th Congress.   The bi-partisan Congressional Rural Caucus provides a forum to find workable solutions to such issues including education, health care, job creation, and telecommunications.  Out of 100 total counties, 85 North Carolina counties are considered rural. 
Congress Passes CR Bill, Meat Inspectors Spared: The U.S. House and Senate passed a Continuing Resolution bill that will keep the government funded through September 30, 2013.  Current funding was set to end March 27, which might have caused a government shutdown.  The bill includes an amendment that transfers $55 million in existing agriculture funds to FSIS in order to ensure food inspectors are not furloughed.  

U.S. House, Senate Pass Budget:  The U.S. House passed U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan’s budget by a 221-207 vote.  Only 10 Republicans voted against the budget. Members of N.C.’s congressional delegation voting against the budget include: G.K. Butterfield (D, N.C.-1), Walter B. Jones (R, N.C.-3), Mike McIntyre (D, N.C.-7), David Price (D, N.C.-4), Mel Watt (D, N.C.-12). Members of N.C.’s congressional delegation voting for the budget include : Howard Coble (R, N.C.-6), Renee Ellmers (R, N.C.-2), Virginia Foxx (R, N.C. -5), Richard Hudson (R, N.C.-8), Patrick McHenry (R, N.C.-10), George Holding (R, N.C.-13), Robert Pittenger (R, N.C.-9), Mark Meadows (R, N.C.-11)  According to the House GOP website, the “Path to Prosperity” Fiscal Year 2014 Budget would repeal the 2010 healthcare law, cut taxes, and achieve a balanced budget in 10 years by curbing government spending.  The Senate passed a budget, the first one in four years, over the weekend by a vote of 50 to 49.  All Republicans and a few Democrats voted against it, including Kay Hagan (D-N.C.).  Hagan cited the budget’s “deep” cuts to the military as the reason for her vote. According to The Hill, a Washington-area political news outlet, the budget calls for $975 billion in new taxes. It also calls for $975 billion in spending cuts but stops the automatic cuts, $1.2 trillion, scheduled over nine years, so the budget doesn’t achieve a net spending cut.  The Senate budget doesn’t balance, and in 10 years the U.S. will still be running a deficit of $566 billion.
The House will now vote on the Senate’s budget and it’s not likely to pass.  The Senate previously voted down the House’s proposal, and the president has not yet released his budget.  The various proposals will be used in upcoming budget negotiations.

NC Legislative NEWS

Governor’s Proposed Budget: Governor McCrory proposed a budget for fiscal years 2013-2015. The $20.6 billion spending plan authorizes no new debt,  proposes no state tax increases, and includes: restoring $1 million in funding for the Agriculture Water Resources Assistance Program over two years, enabling the program to continue assisting farmers and landowners in identifying opportunities to increase water efficiency; providing $2.7 million for the Department of Commerce to both develop and implement a new economic development and branding strategy; providing funds to assist small businesses obtain and leverage competitive federal funding through matching funds to promote innovation, research and development.  The budget cuts funding to the Golden Leaf Foundation, the N.C. Biotechnology Center, and the N.C. Rural Development Center and moves it into the General Fund. Art Pope, the state’s budget director, said that the organizations currently have the money to fund their work and don’t necessarily need an annual allotment.  Golden Leaf receives $65 million annually from the state and receives funding from the Master Settlement Agreement, the settlement reached with tobacco companies to pay states for smoking-related healthcare costs. The N.C. Biotechnology Center and the N.C. Rural Development Center would each be left with $7.2 million after $10 million is transferred over the next two years to the General Fund. 

Special Superior Court Judge Appointment: N.C. Governor Pat McCrory appointed Lisa Bell from Mecklenburg County to serve as North Carolina Special Superior Court Judge. Bell has served as a District Court Judge since 1998 and as Chief District Court Judge since her appointment in 2009.
Business NEWS

Smithfield Packing to Close Md. Bone-in Ham Production, Move production to N.C.:  The Smithfield Packing Company plans to shift bone-in ham production from its Landover, Maryland plant to its facilities in North Carolina and Kentucky and then permanently close the Landover plant by early fall. Closing the Landover plant will affect about 175 hourly and salaried employees. Some employees will be offered transfers to other Smithfield Packing facilities, and the company also will negotiate with United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) union officials regarding other potential opportunities related to this transition.

NCDOT I-95 Travel Survey: Farmers and other North Carolinians are encouraged to participate in a public opinion survey about issues important to the N.C. Department of Transportation's I-95 economic assessment study. The study goal is assessing the economic issues and impacts associated with the proposed plan to improve I-95 in North Carolina. The survey can be found at www.surveymonkey.com/s/NCDOTTravelSurvey and will be available until March 22. Project website: www.driving95.com.

Furniture Manufacturer to Create 188 Jobs in Guilford County:   OFS Brands, a furniture and logistics company, will expand its facility in Guilford County.  The company plans to create 188 jobs and invest $9.25 million over the next five years in High Point.  The project was made possible in part by a performance-based grant from the One North Carolina Fund of up to $300,000. The state grant will be based on the company creating 126 jobs and investing $8.4 million over the first three years of the project.  
Animal Activism NEWS

Nation’s First Enriched Colony Barn Eggs Now Available in CA:  The nation’s first enriched colony barn eggs are now available in California. Eggs produced by JS West and Companies, certified as humane by American Humane Association’s American Humane Certified™ farm animal welfare program, and marketed under the label “Comfort Coop” are now in the aisles of major supermarkets and grocery stores throughout California. Enriched colony housing provides room for hens to stand up, turn around, and extend their wings and also provides space for hens to nest, perch and scratch.

Fuel & Energy NEWS

Company Hopes to Start Construction on N.C. Biofuel Plant in Fall:  Chemtex hopes to start construction on a biofuel refinery in Clinton, maybe as early as this fall.   The international company has its North American headquarters in Wilmington and is looking at 166 acres in Sampson County for the $170 million refinery. The company has already built an identical plant in Italy but wants to make sure that there will be enough biofuel material to operate. The plant will need 20,000 acres of crops like miscanthus and switchgrass. The company wants local farmers to provide the crops for the plant. Dennis Leong, an executive vice president at Chemtex, said that he felt confident the plant would be open in 2015 but that Chemtex wants to make sure the plant will be welcome in N.C.  The plant would create more than 300 jobs. Chemtex estimates that N.C. has enough land to support 15 refineries.
Environmental NEWS
U.S. Reps Demands Answers From EPA: Congressman Rick Crawford (R-AR) is leading a group of 40 House members in writing a letter to EPA Acting Administrator Bob Perciasepe expressing concern over the agency releasing livestock producers’ private information to extreme environmental groups. In the letter, Crawford and other House members, demand answers on why the EPA obtained producers’ private information and, most importantly, what steps the agency will take to protect the affected producers while ensuring these actions will never happen again. “I have serious concerns over the EPA’s release of this information, particularly regarding individual privacy rights and possible bio-security threats to the nation’s food supply. Releasing this type of information makes producers potential targets of harassment, or even bio-terrorism,” said Crawford. “The EPA must be held accountable for their actions and bureaucrats in Washington must consider the livelihoods of farm families and our nation’s food-security before they cower to extreme environmental groups.” U.S. Reps. Walter B. Jones (N.C.- 3) and  Richard Hudson (N.C.-8) signed the letter. To read the full letter, click here.
Immigration NEWS

USCIS Revises Employment Eligibility Verification Form I-9: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) published a revised Employment Eligibility Verification Form I-9 for use. All employers are required to complete a Form I-9 for each employee hired in the United States. Employers should begin using the newly revised Form I-9 (Rev. 03/08/13)N for all new hires and reverifications. Employers may continue to use previously accepted revisions (Rev.02/02/09)N and (Rev. 08/07/09) Y until May 7, 2013. For more info, click here.
Commodity NEWS
N.C. Corn Test Plots Yield Impressive Results:  Ronnie Heiniger, NCSU corn specialist, has been working to find the secret to high corn yields.  In 2011, David Hula, a corn grower from VA, won the corn yield contest with 429 bushels. Heiniger set up his Hula 400 test plots as part of the Northeast Ag Expo in Pasquotank County.  He found that he could increase kernel weight by adding nitrogen at specific points in the plant’s growth cycle.  He didn’t hit 400 bushels but did create a lot of excitement with his yield of 324 bushels by adding nitrogen just before tassling and silking, which is similar to David Hula’s process.  
NCDA NEWS

Agritourism Conference Planned for Henderson County March 28: The N.C. Agritourism Networking Association will host a conference titled, “Growth and Prosperity in the Next Season,” for farmers interested in learning more about the economic benefits of agritourism on Thursday, March 28 from 8:45 a.m. to 4 p.m. The event will be held at St. Paul Mountain Vineyard in Hendersonville and includes speakers from regional agritourism farms and vineyards, as well as economic-development specialists. Registration is $40 for NCANA members and potential members or $20 for cooperative extension staff. The deadline for registration is March 25. For more information or to register, contact Martha Glass, NCDA&CS agritourism office manager, at 919-707-3120 or martha.glass@ncagr.gov.
People NEWS

Race for State GOP Leader: Jack Brosch hopes to be the next leader of N.C.’s Republican Party. Brosch, a Charlotte businessman, ran against Mel Watt (N.C.-12) last year as a Tea Party candidate. Claude Pope, former chair of the Wake County GOP, is also in the running for the post.  Governor Pat McCrory recently endorsed Pope.  Republicans will elect a state leader at their convention in June.
USDA NEWS

USDA Adds Pork to Export Sales Reporting Requirements, Requests Additional Comments on Distillers Dried Grains: Beginning March 19, all exporters of U.S. pork will begin reporting weekly export sales to the USDA’s Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS). The data will allow USDA to issue weekly export sales reports to the public, allowing for information on the total volume of pork export sales and shipments to be available within two weeks of the activity, rather than the two month period customary to exports as reported by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. In addition, a proposed rule was also published in the Federal Register seeking public comment on the addition of distillers dried grain (DDG) as a reportable commodity under the ESR requirements. View the proposed rule here. All comments must be submitted on or before April 18.

USDA Grants Legal Petition Filed by The HSUS on Slaughter of Downer Veal Calves: The USDA has granted The Humane Society of the United States’ 2009 legal petition requesting that the agency halt the practice of slaughtering downer veal calves too sick, weak or tired to even stand up, according to The HSUS.  The petition asked the USDA to close a loophole in federal regulations that allows downer calves to be kept alive indefinitely. Although the agency has announced its change in policy, The HSUS said,  it has not said when it will issue a proposed rule to implement the decision.
Mark Your Calendar

To see all upcoming events - click here for the AgCalendar.
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