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July 25, 2005


Legislative NEWS

Money Matters.  Gov. Mike Easley signed a second continuing budget resolution that will keep state government operating through August 5 without a permanent budget in place. The bill keeps government operating at its current level and also provides about $205 million to help schools, community colleges and state universities meet enrollment growth. In addition, Easley has informed legislators that he doesn’t want them to exceed the self-imposed spending cap that began a few years ago.  The spending cap would limit this year’s budget to growth of 5.6 percent – nearly $100 million less than the House’s purposed budget.  However, House Speaker Jim Black said there may be ways around the cap without dropping the House’s overall spending figure.  Meanwhile, the House and Senate remain at odds over the size of an increase in the cigarette tax and state employee compensation as well as other matters in their negotiations on a permanent budget bill. 

Voting Regulations.  The House Election Law Committee split along party lines in approving a measure that would allow voters to cast ballots the same day they register during the early voting period for elections. State law currently requires voters to be registered 25 days before a primary or election in order to cast a ballot.  The bill now goes to the Appropriations Committee.   

Tobacco Promotion.  In the House Agriculture Committee, a proposal to redirect $600,000 a year that state tobacco growers currently pay to promote international sales of their leaf created controversy among farm groups.  Since 1947, flue-cured tobacco growers have sent a small portion of their proceeds to Tobacco Associates, Inc., a Raleigh-based group that promotes the use of U.S.-grown flue-cured tobacco in international markets.  However, the bill before the committee would allow growers to vote on a proposal to split the money between the NCDA and the Tobacco Growers Association of North Carolina so that NC tobacco growers could use their assessment to promote NC tobacco, rather than US leaf.  

ATV Age Limits.  House JIV advanced a bill to the House floor prohibiting children younger than eight years old from operating all-terrain vehicles. The committee substitute drops an exemption for farmers and hunters that was included in the Senate version. 

Incentives Bill Approved.  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 has received final legislative approval. The bill would 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 is now headed to Gov. Easley’s desk. 

Keg Law.  A bill recently passed by the House is part of a package bill aimed at discouraging driving while intoxicated and would require keg buyers to fill out a form at a local ABC store. While law enforcement officials and state leaders see it as a way to keep kids away from kegs, others see the bill hurting merchants' bottom lines and infringing on people's civil liberties. 

Lobbying Limits.  House Judiciary I Committee unanimously approved a bill that would require lobbyists who spend more than $10 in efforts to influence the General Assembly to file disclosures several times a year.  The measure 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.  The bill must be reviewed by the House Appropriations and Finance committees before a floor vote. 

Pope Under Evaluation.  A commission considering the Pentagon’s proposed list of bases to close or shrink voted to take a closer look at Pope Air Force Base, which the Defense Department already had recommended become part of Fort Bragg. This decision could affect the Navy’s plans to build a landing practice facility for fighter jets in eastern North Carolina. A federal judge has blocked construction of the landing field, a ruling the Navy is appealing.  

Environmental NEWS

For the Birds.  National Park Service rangers have closed Cape Point, a popular Outer Banks fishing spot, during the day to protect three piping plovers, which are listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act.  Despite loud protests by beachgoers, Cape Point, which previously had been closed from 8 p.m. to 7 a.m. daily to protect the birds, will remain off limits until the piping plovers fly or move away. 

People in the NEWS

Appointed.  Hilda Pinnix-Ragland of Cary has been named chair of the State Board of Community Colleges.  Pinnix-Ragland, an executive with Progress Energy, is the first female and the first African-American elected to head the board that oversees North Carolina’s system.  She replaces James Woody, a longtime community college leader. 

Washington NEWS        
CAFTA Votes Predicted.  Two U.S. representatives from North Carolina have promised to vote against the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).  U.S. Rep. Patrick McHenry (10th District, R) and U.S. Rep. Bob Etheridge (2nd District, D) say they will vote no to the bill, which was passed 54-45 by the U.S. Senate in June.  To date, U.S. Sue Myrick (9th District, R) is the only N.C. representative to come out in favor of the agreement.

FEMA Grants in Question.  Federal authorities have been conducting an audit of disaster relief awards in North Carolina from last summer’s hurricanes, including allegations that Bladen County residents fraudulently applied for grants from the Federal Emergency Management Agency.  Along with neighboring Columbus, Robeson and Cumberland counties, more than half of FEMA dollars for Frances – $11.5 million – went to eastern counties where authorities say damage was minimal.  Despite the lack of reported damage, more than 1,200 households in Bladen County received federal disaster aid, collectively valued at more than $2.7 million. Now the state is preparing to redistribute grants from a $250 million pot intended to help homeowners repair or replace their hurricane-battered dwellings. 

Beef Ruling Overturned.  The U.S. Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in favor of an appeal by the USDA to overturn an injunction preventing U.S. customers from importing Canadian cattle.  U.S. House Agriculture Chairman Bob Goodlatte called the decision a “victory of science over protectionism.” However, R-CALF’s chief executive says the ruling is “disappointing,” and he expects to have a full hearing that will demonstrate the USDA’s actions were premature.  

Japan Warned.  U.S. Ag Secretary Mike Johanns warned Japan that Congress may lose patience and step up retaliatory pressure after its August recess if Tokyo fails to lift its 19-month-old ban on U.S. beef.  Both U.S. House and Senate representatives have yet to begin deliberations on a resolution that urges U.S. trade negotiators to immediately slap economic sanctions against Japan for failing to implement an agreement reached with the United States last October to resume imports of U.S. beef from animals aged up to 20 months.  Meanwhile, Johanns announced that Chile is lifting its ban on U.S. beef and beef products from cattle less than 30 months of age. 

Daylight-saving Time.  U.S. House and Senate negotiators agreed to extend daylight-saving time in an effort to conserve energy.  The bill will begin daylight-saving time three weeks earlier, on the second Sunday in March, and extend it by one week to the first Sunday in November.  Some farmers complained that the two-month extension that was originally proposed could adversely affect livestock.

Tobacco Case.  The Justice Department is once again seeking to force tobacco companies to turn over $280 billion in past profits, asking the Supreme Court to overturn an appeals court ruling that barred an earlier effort.  A nine-month trial ended in June, but it could be months before U.S. District Judge Gladys Kessler decides the case. 

Commodity NEWS        

Dole Foods in N.C. Dole Foods Co. owner David Murdock was in Raleigh for several days last week for meetings with top state officials to discuss his economic development plans, including two processing plants in Gaston County and a potential biotechnology center in Kannapolis.  The Gaston projects alone could create up to 3,000 jobs.  Murdock also wants to use N.C. produce to supply the Dole plant. 

Tobacco Packaging Facility.  A tobacco packaging facility opening in Reidsville Industrial Park will create 170 jobs and invest $42.6 million in the state during the next three years.  The opening is made possible in part by a $500,000 grant from the One North Carolina Fund, which helps the state recruit and expand jobs by providing financial assistance to businesses or industries deemed by the governor to be vital to a healthy and growing state economy.

Ethanol Effectiveness.  Although farmers and businesses are investing millions of dollars in ethanol and biofuel plants as renewable energy sources, a new study says the alternative fuels burn more energy than they produce.  Researchers conclude the country would be better off investing in solar, wind and hydrogen energy, but supporters of ethanol and other biofuels contend they burn cleaner than fossil fuels, reduce U.S. dependence on oil and give farmers another market to sell their produce. 

Possible Forest Sale.  International Paper is considering selling all or part of its approximately 637,000 acres in North Carolina.  The Connecticut-based company announced reorganization plans to focus on the most profitable parts of its business, creating uncertainty in Riegelwood and Roanoke Rapids, where International Paper's paper mills are located.  Company spokesmen say there have been no decisions on where to close or scale back operations. 
Newcastle’s Disease.  British officials confirmed that the deadly Newcastle’s disease has been detected in bird flock in Surrey, prompting the government to ban all exports of live birds, hatching eggs, meat and eggs to all countries outside the European Union. The last known outbreak of Newcastle’s disease, which is fatal to birds and associated with episodes of conjunctivitis in both adults and children, was in Britain in 1997. 

Soybean Rust.  Asian soybean rust spores have been detected in sentinel plots in George County, Miss.  Rust has also been discovered in a sentinel plot in Escambia County in Florida’s western panhandle.  Experts say the discoveries do not come as a surprise given recent weather conditions. 

Hog Waste Study.  Researchers have nearly concluded a five-year quest to find better ways to dispose of the manure generated by the state's 10 million hogs. While no definite conclusions have been reached, researchers strongly suspect that new waste management systems will cost more than the lagoon and spray fields now in use.  Mike Williams, who has lead the research effort since 2000, says the work will be done by year's end. 
Brazil Asks for Countermeasures.  Brazil asked the World Trade Organization to allow it to impose $3 billion in annual countermeasures to punish the United States for its illegal cotton subsidies.  Brazil said it would not implement the measures immediately, but instead would give Washington more time to enact legislation to end the cotton subsidy program Step 2. 

Dairy’s Weight-loss Claim Disputed.  Researchers say the weight-loss benefits of milk, which are highlighted in a $200 million ad campaign by the Dairy Council, may be overstated.  Some scientists think the conclusions are premature, saying the diet-dairy link is only for people who eat a low-calorie diet and who are not already consuming three daily servings of dairy.

Other NEWS        

No Legal License.  New Jersey court officials say fraudulently issued N.C. driver’s licenses are turning up in the hands of illegal immigrants in their state.  The News & Record in Greensboro reports that license holders have told N.J courts that they come to North Carolina by the busload to get these documents that allow them to drive, work, bank and rent housing.  North Carolina has a reputation as having one of the nation’s least stringent standards for issuing licenses to non-citizens, although administrators with the Division of Motor Vehicles say they have tightened measures in recent months. 

Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever.  State health officials say that cases of the tick-borne disease Rocky Mountain spotted fever, a potentially fatal flu-like illness that occurs more frequently in North Carolina than in any other state, are on the rise this summer.  By early July, North Carolina had 146 cases, about 33 percent higher than this time last year. Although North Carolina has always had a large number of dog ticks that carry the RMSF bacteria, health officials suspect that the explosion of suburbs, particularly in the Piedmont, is exacerbating the problem by bring ticks and humans closer together.   

Unemployment Rises.  According to the state Employment Security Commission, North Carolina's unemployment rate rose to 5.3 percent in June while the national average fell.  The state and national rates were 5.1 percent in May. The state rate increased as the national average fell to 5 percent for June, but it still represented an improvement from the rate of 5.6 percent in June 2004.
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