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Legislative NEWS

Budget Blues.  The House and Senate took a step toward compromise on the $17 billion budget by reaching agreement on the $9.5 billion education section.  Legislators still have yet to settle on a final tax package or language in the budget legislation that lays out policy changes and other directions on how to spend money.  Figuring into discussions is Gov. Mike Easley’s voluntary spending cap, which would limit this year’s budget to growth of 5.6 percent.  Although legislators are working hard to put a budget together before the expiration of a second stopgap spending bill on August 5th, several points of contention remain, including state employee pay raises, public school spending cuts, the lottery, cigarette tax increases and Medicaid doctor reimbursements.  

Prison Smoking.  The House Judiciary I Committee recommended approval of a bill that would ban smoking inside prison facilities and direct the Department of Corrections to begin a pilot program to look at a complete ban of smoking among inmates.  Opponents say that although 52 of 76 state prisons already limit smoking to prison grounds, an outright smoking ban could create problems with a prison black market and lead to smuggling, violence and extortion schemes.  However, supporters predict the bill will save millions in health-care costs and ultimately benefit prisoners. 

Raising Up Again.  An effort to raise the state’s minimum wage may resurface. Rep. Alma Adams (Guilford, D), principal sponsor of a bill to raise minimum wage from $5.15 an hour, said the wage hike has gained support since its defeat on the House floor in June.  One former opponent, Rep. Hugh Holliman (Davidson, D), said he wants to attach the wage hike to his bill providing tax credits to small businesses that offer employees health insurance.  Legislation rules stipulate that another $1 increase can’t be considered this season, but Adams says she is preparing to put forth an hourly wage close to $1.  Meanwhile, former U.S. Senator John Edwards has appeared in states all over the country advocating the wage hike but has not broached the subject in his native North Carolina.

Cleaning Up.  Under a bill approved by the House, DuPont Corp. would be absolved from paying environmental cleanup costs at a former plant site in Transylvania County.  The measure transfers the 100-acre site to the county, which will convey it to Ilford Imaging Group, a Swiss company that makes digital photo paper.  Ilford has agreed to spend at least $5 million on the cleanup and other remediation of the property, which is said to be contaminated with arsenic and other chemicals and is said to be linked to pollutants found in groundwater in the area and nearby wells. 

Environmental NEWS

Birds in Flight.  The three fledgling piping glovers that have been nesting on the strip of Outer Banks beach known as Hatteras Spit have been seen flying.  That means fishers and off-road enthusiasts can begin returning to the ocean and inlet beach, which recently closed to protect the birds.  The soundside beach and interior of the spit will remain closed as rangers evaluate the behavior of the piping glovers, which are protected under the Endangered Species Act. 

Washington NEWS        
CAFTA.   The U.S. House narrowly approved the Central American Free Trade Agreement after N.C. Rep. Robin Hayes (8th District, R) switched his vote after pleas from fellow textile executives and Speaker Dennis Hastert.  Hayes had been on record for weeks as adamantly opposing the pact, but he said he decided to support CAFTA after wringing concessions from the administration to achieve tougher regulation of textile imports and a stronger negotiating stance on trade issues with China.  Hayes’ switch allowed the agreement to pass the House with a narrow vote of 217-215.  Hayes and Rep. Sue Myrick (9th District, R) were the only yes votes in the N.C. 13-member delegation.   

Energy Tax Agreement.  U.S. House and Senate negotiators have focused on a $10 billion energy tax package and a plan to double the use of corn-based ethanol as they near agreement on broad energy legislation.  According to several anonymous sources, U.S. House and Senate tax writers are looking at a package that would cost about $10 billion over 10 years, which is $4 billion less than the Senate had approved but several billion dollars more than sought by either the U.S. House or the Bush administration. 

Country of Origin.  The U.S. House passed an appropriations bill containing a provision to bar the USDA from spending any money on country-of-origin labeling implementation.

Airstrip Support.  U.S. Senator Elizabeth Dole introduced an amendment of a defense spending bill calling on the federal government to provide federal economic assistance, tax relief, relocation assistance and other aid to individuals and counties that would be affected by the Navy’s proposed landing field in eastern North Carolina.  The Navy’s plan to train fighter jet pilots on 33,000 acres in Washington and Beaufort counties currently is blocked by a court order pending before the 4th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in Richmond, Va. 

Commodity NEWS        

Tobacco Foes to Enter Lawsuit.  A judge granted the request of six anti-smoking groups to join the government's lawsuit against cigarette companies, citing the Justice Department's decision to slash its proposed penalty.  The American Cancer Society, the American Heart Association, the American Lung Association and three other organizations will be allowed to weigh in only if U.S. District Judge Gladys Kessler rules against the tobacco industry in the six-year-old lawsuit. Kessler's decision is not expected for months.

West Nile Virus.  A 26-year-old American quarter horse in Duplin County was the first confirmed case of West Nile virus in the state this year.  The horse, which had never been vaccinated against the disease, was euthanized after contracting the virus.  Last year, only three horses were diagnosed with West Nile virus, a marked decline from 2003 when 126 horses were found to have the disease. The disease is spread by infected mosquitoes and can affect both equine and humans; however, there is a vaccine to protect equine from the disease. 

Mad Cow?  The government is investigating a possible new case of BSE but says there is no threat to the food supply.  Testing indicated the possible presence of the disease in a cow that died on the farm where it lived, said John Clifford, the Agriculture Department's chief veterinarian.  The cow probably was born in the United States and was at least 12 years old.  The department knows the location of the farm but is not disclosing it until further tests are conducted.  

Rust Tracks.  Soybean rust has been detected near Tifton, Ga.  Researchers fear that winds from hurricanes Dennis and Cindy could have spread spores farther. Though researchers can’t predict conclusively if rust will reach North Carolina, they should know more in about three weeks – which is approximately how long it would take the fungus to form spores on soybean plants here in the state.

The State of Dole.  The city of Kannapolis is denying rumors that it rejected the Dole Food Co. and told owner David Murdoch that he couldn’t build a new processing plant there.  City Manager Mike Legg acknowledged that he and other leaders were concerned about the plant’s low wages, but he said no offers were turned down. He said that after talking with Murdoch, Murdoch realized it would be better to consider Gaston County instead.  Meanwhile, the Charlotte Observer reports that Dole has chosen Gaston County as the site for a processing plant that will create 3,000 jobs.  The deal is contingent upon Gov. Mike Easley signing legislation that extends existing tax breaks worth millions of dollars to Dole. The new Dole processing plant would use local farmers’ fruit supplies, which are more plentiful in Gaston County and other southwest areas of the state.  

Dairy Slaughter Down.  According to the July 22 USDA Slaughter report, fewer dairy cattle were slaughtered in 2005 compared to 2004.  June dairy cow slaughter totaled 165,000 head, up 1,000 from the May figure, but 14,000 head below the June 2004 number. A reported 1.1 million cows exited the dairy business in the first six months of 2005, down 65,000 from the same period in 2004.

Mexico Reports Bird Flu.  Mexican sanitary authorities have detected low-pathogenic bird flu in 34 farms located in the central state of Queretaro. The low-pathogenic strain of bird flu doesn't adversely affect humans as seen in Southeast Asian countries but can devastate flocks. It is not immediately clear how the latest incidents of bird flu reached Mexico, which recently eased an embargo on poultry products from the United States and partially lifted a ban initiated after bird flu incidents in neighboring Texas. 

Vermont sues Reynolds Tobacco.  R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Co. is being sued by Attorney General William H. Sorrell of Vermont over the company's claim that its Eclipse brand may pose less of a health risk than regular cigarettes. Eight other states and the District of Columbia filed in support of Vermont's suit.

Japan on BSE.  A report from the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture concluded that had Japan used the same testing protocols as the United States, it would have missed nine of 20 reported cases of BSE.  The Japanese report noted that those nine cattle appeared superficially healthy and may not have been tested under the American system, since the United States primarily tests high-risk cattle.

USDA NEWS      

Appeals Court Explains Decision.  In a 56-page decision, the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals explained its reasoning in overturning the temporary injunction granted by Judge Richard Cebull and supporting the USDA’s final rule that effectively reopened the U.S. border to live Canadian cattle and some beef products.  The decision essentially held that Cebull had erred repeatedly in applying case law to the USDA final rule and said that, as a whole, the USDA had made a reasonable effort at quantifying, then controlling the risk posed by BSE to U.S. cattle and consumers.  However, the court left Cebull with an opening to hold a full hearing on the rule and R-CALF is confident that it will have its day in court. The full decision can be found at www.ca9.uscourts.gov. 
CCC to Extend Contracts.  USDA's Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) recently announced that farmers and ranchers with certain Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) contracts expiring this year may extend their contracts for one year.  The extension option applies to CRP participants with contracts scheduled to expire on Sept. 30, and whose original contract with the extension will not exceed 15 years. The extension potentially affects 7,000 contracts covering approximately 437,000 acres of land now protected by the CRP. 

Energy Loans Available.  The USDA Rural Development announced that up to an estimated $200 million in guaranteed loan funds are available for investments in renewable energy systems and energy efficiency improvements by agriculture producers and rural small businesses.  Section 9006 of the 2002 Farm Bill established the loan and grant program to encourage small rural businesses to create renewable and energy-efficient systems.

Fee Increase.  The USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service plans to raise the fees it charges processors for overtime and holiday inspection services from $43.64 per hour per employee to $49.93 in 2008, an increase of 12.3 percent. FSIS pays for inspection during regular hours, but charges when inspectors must remain at a plant or travel to a plant after 8 hours of work or during holidays. The increases will be doled out in four yearly doses.

Other NEWS        

Suit Against Phipps Tossed.  A federal judge dismissed a civil lawsuit filed by Strates Shows, the Florida-based company that managed the State Fair midway for more than 50 years, alleging that former Agriculture Commissioner Meg Scott Phipps and her staff and campaign associates harmed it financially by conspiring to give the contract to a rival firm.  Earlier, another judge dismissed a similar claim filed by Phoenix Ski Corp., which failed to land deals to run cable lift rides at the State Fair in Raleigh and Mountain State Fair in Asheville. 
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