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July 18, 2005


Legislative NEWS

Budget Negotiations Continue.  House and Senate leaders continue to haggle over details of the final $17 billion budget, forcing the House Rules Committee to approve a second continuing resolution that will extend most activities of state government through August 5.  An increase to the cigarette tax seems to be a main sticking point as leaders debate the 25-cents-per-pack tax proposed by the House versus the 35-cents-per-pack tax in the Senate. The lottery also is in the middle of fierce negotiations.  According to House Speaker Jim Black, Gov. Easley wants to make changes to the bare-bones lottery bill that narrowly passed the House in April.  Easley purportedly favors the Senate bill, which would aggressively advertise the lottery and designate the proceeds more to the governor’s liking.  Meanwhile, many tax issues have been agreed upon, including the decision not to provide a half-percentage-point cut in the corporate income tax, but legislators still must resolve several spending items in the budget.  Proposed House spending is about $100 million more than Easley’s target, while the Senate proposal is $17 million less. The current word on the street is that the budget may get decided by mid August, but the lottery may keep lawmakers in session until September. 

Incentives Extension.  The Senate Finance Committee has recommended a bill that would extend the state’s two biggest industrial recruiting initiatives – the William S. Lee Act and the Jobs Development Investment Grant program – by one year. The bill would also set up additional tax credits designed to lure two new companies to North Carolina (Dole in Gaston County and The Cheesecake Factory in Nash County). The bill now goes to the Senate floor. 

Lobbying Limits. A committee substitute introduced in the House Judiciary I Committee would require lobbyists who spend more than $10 in efforts to influence the General Assembly to file disclosures several times a year.  Although the measure contrasts a Senate bill passed in April that capped spending at $100 but included some exceptions, both measures would eliminate the current “goodwill” loophole that allows lobbyists to treat legislators to unlimited meals and entertainment as long as no specific legislation is discussed.  However, an initial estimate from the office of Secretary of State says the agency would need 18 new positions, at a cost of $1.3 million a year, to implement the new lobbying-reporting requirements contained in the bill. 

 Controlling GMOs.  A bill in the Senate Agriculture Committee would give the N.C. Board of Agriculture sole authority to ban genetically modified crops in North Carolina. The bill, which has already passed the House, is in response to the efforts of three counties in California to ban GMOs.  Supporters say the bill would help protect N.C. growers who already produce more than three million acres of genetically engineered corn, soybeans and cotton, but some advocates have expressed worry about the possible impact on organic farming, a lucrative niche in North Carolina.  Traditional agriculture does not believe such worries are justified.  The Board of Agriculture already has authority over GMO seeds. 

Immigrant In-State Tuition Bill Dies. A bill to help students from illegal immigrant families pay for college appears dead for now, but former Gov. Jim Hunt has vowed to keep fighting for the proposal.  The bill would have allowed qualified illegal immigrants who graduated from N.C. high schools to pay in-state tuition if they have been accepted to UNC campuses and applied for legal residency. Talk radio lit up the airways earlier this spring turning this issue into a very controversial bill that had some lawmakers scrambling to remove their name as sponsors. Look for this issue to be a campaign issue in some legislative races next year.

Environmental NEWS

Airstrip Protest.  Members of the grassroots group North Carolinians Against the Outlying Landing Field and other farm families, landowners and air-safety experts have been on Capitol Hill this week expressing their concerns about the Navy’s proposed fighter jet airstrip in eastern North Carolina.  In February, U.S. Eastern District Judge Terrence Boyle halted the plan to build a practice airfield on 30,000 acres in Washington and Beaufort Counties, ruling that the Navy had not adequately evaluated the environmental effects of the project.  The case goes before the Court of Appeals on July 20th. 

Clean Air Challenge.  Attorney General Roy Cooper has filed a challenge to a new federal rule that offers credits to polluters for emission reductions made before 2010, enabling them to trade pollution allowances.  Cooper alleges that such credits would allow power plants to continue polluting at existing levels beyond the EPA deadline of 2015, resulting in a concentration of pollution floating into states like North Carolina that are downwind from power plants in other Eastern states. 

Iredell Tornado Damage High.  Though estimates are still incomplete, damages from a tornado that hit north Iredell County have exceeded $2 million.  The current figure includes residences, outbuildings, other structures and vehicles, but agriculture losses have not been calculated.  Tracey Jackson, Iredell Country emergency management director, estimates damage to dairy and poultry farming buildings to be around $900,000.  Crop fields also sustained significant damage, although figures aren’t in yet.

People in the NEWS

Extension Director Wins Recognition.  Dr. John Ort, associate dean of NC State University’s College of Agriculture and Life Sciences and vice chancellor for extension and engagement, is the southern region winner of Epsilon Sigma Phi’s Administrative Leadership Award.  Epsilon Sigma Phi is a national organization dedicated to fostering standards of excellence in the national extension profession.  Ort will be honored at the organization’s annual meeting in Colorado Springs in November. 

NCPC News.  The N.C. Pork Council’s Chief Executive Officer Rann Carpenter is stepping down as CEO to pursue other opportunities. Tommy Stevens, Director of Environmental Services for the NCPC will serve as interim CEO until a permanent replacement is named. 

Washington NEWS        
Compromise on Farm Trade.  The United States and Europe hope they‘ve worked out a compromise deal on cutting farm import tariffs.  The deal, proposed by developing countries, is central to a global deal on trade liberalization.  Trade and agricultural ministers meeting in China hope to produce an outline agreement by the end of the month that would be fleshed out in time for a December meeting of all 148 members of the World Trade Organization. 

Senators Appeal for Beef Trade.  Fifteen U.S. Senators sent a letter to the Taiwan Minister of Health urging the nation to resume beef trade with the United States.  Taiwan suspended U.S. beef imports on June 25, following the discovery of BSE in a Texas cow.  The senators sent a similar letter to the Egyptian Ambassador as that nation is being pressured by its citizens to discontinue trade.  Meanwhile, Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns, who is in China for trade talks, pressed the Chinese and Japanese governments to reopen their markets to U.S. beef.  China agreed to send a technical team to the United States in October as a first step, but Japan remained lukewarm. 

Cattle Regulations.  Meat industry groups are pressuring the USDA to accelerate work on a livestock trace-back system, a key in controlling BSE.  The Bush administration currently projects a January 2009 implementation date for a system to find herdmates of suspect animals in disease outbreaks.  Meanwhile, some activists fear the USDA will retreat from a total ban on downer cattle from the food supply despite widespread support among cattle producers and consumer groups.  Downers currently are banned under temporary rules issued in December 2003, but the USDA has not finalized any standing regulations. 

Subsidies in Question.  As all Washington programs feel the budget pinch, Secretary Mike Johanns opened the overhaul of U.S. farm policy with the warning that there will be less money for farm subsidies.  Furthermore, President Bush says that Washington is willing to work with the European Union to abolish farm subsidies as early as 2010.

Commodity NEWS        

GMO Rice in N.C.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture issued two permits to Ventria Bioscience, a bitotech company in California, to plant 75 acres of genetically modified rice in Washington County, NC.  The rice, modified to produce proteins found in human milk, salvia and tears, will be grown on private land near the state-owned Tidewater Research Station in Plymouth.  Because North Carolina does not grow rice commercially, Ventria scientists say that the risk for cross-pollination is low – a concern that nearly sidelined a similar initiative in Missouri earlier this year. 

Herdmates Test Negative.  Sixty-seven herdmates of the Texas beef cow that tested positive for BSE last month tested negative for signs of infection. The USDA said the tests were conclusive and no further tests are planned. Meanwhile, the National Cattlemen’s Association said that 97 percent of all cattle in the U.S. herd were born after the ruminant-to-ruminant feed ban was put in place in Fall 1997.  As a result, three percent could have been exposed to infection, but the age of the cattle makes it unlikely that they would enter the human food supply. 

Crop Protection Association Meeting.  The Crop Protection Association of North Carolina will hold its summer meeting at the Sheraton Atlantic Beach Resort in Atlantic Beach, N.C.  Held July 27-29, the meeting’s theme is “Crop Protection for Producers in a Global Market.”

Cloned Dairy.  As the Food and Drug Administration considers lifting a voluntary ban on selling milk from products from cloned animals, it is facing resistance from the dairy industry.  Trade groups for farmers and companies that use dairy products are not enthusiastic about introducing milk from cloned cows into the marketplace, fearing consumers would be wary of the products. 

Biodiesel Station Opens.  Blue Ridge Biofuels Cooperative in Asheville celebrated the grand opening of Western North Carolina’s first publicly accessible biodiesel filling station on July 16. Biodiesel, a vegetable oil-based fuel that can be used in any diesel engine, is an alternative fuel that significantly decreases emissions from diesel vehicles as well as dependence on foreign oil. 

No Waste of Electricity.  N.C. Green Power is supporting projects using methane gas from pig manure and garbage. As the waste decays, it emits methane – an odorless, flammable gas that can be burned to run a generator.  Methane Credit, based in Charlotte, expects to start generating power in October at the Wayne County landfill.  Next month, Smithfield Foods plans to create electricity from pig manure on a farm in Magnolia.  It takes 125 pigs to produce enough waste to power one home. 

Poultry Litter Wipes Out Waste.  Chemists with the USDA have turned chicken and poultry waste into a prized filtering product that can clean up polluted waters.  Researchers found that charring poultry waste will produce a material with a large surface area and sponge-like qualities, ideal for mopping up pollutants.  

Drought Report.  The N.C. Drought Management Advisory Council and Associates announced that the report “Drought of 1998-2002 in North Carolina – Precipitation and Hydrologic Conditions” is now available for distribution.  To access an online copy of the report, please visit http://pubs.water.usgs.gov/sir2005-5053/.

Spores of Interest.  As part of an early detection system for Asian soybean rust, two spores of interest have been found in western Tennessee.  Also, ten suspicious spores were found in a trap in Kentucky earlier this week. Experts caution that there is no reason to be extremely worried yet, although they will continue to monitor the situation closely. 

Other NEWS        

Presidential Visit.  President Bush made his case for the Central America Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) when he visited North Carolina on Friday.  Following a morning meeting with President Antonio Saca of El Salvador, Bush visited a Gaston County textile mill and delivered a speech at the Gaston Community college in nearby Dallas.  CAFTA legislation has passed the U.S. Senate and a vote is expected soon in the U.S. House.

Overweight Citations.  The number of overweight truck citations written by the Highway Patrol increased by almost 50 percent in June, marking it the highest monthly total since weight enforcement officers were transferred to the patrol in December 2002. Col. W. Fletcher Clay, commander of the patrol, attributes the June numbers to the increased use of civilians working in the state’s weigh offices and freeing officers with portable scales to go looking for overweight trucks. 

NCDA NEWS        
Got to Be NC.  Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler got behind the wheel of a tractor-trailer to officially roll out the new “Got to Be NC” marketing campaign for N.C. agriculture.  Troxler, who drove a John Deere tractor from the State Fairgrounds to the Agriculture Building downtown when he was sworn into office, took the big rig at the State Farmers Market to drive home the message urging consumers to support N.C. agriculture. 
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