 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

August 8, 2005


Legislative NEWS

Session Extended, Again.  A state budget compromise is at least another week away as legislators approved a third stopgap spending measure in lieu of a final budget.  One major issue has reportedly been resolved as legislators tentatively agreed to raise cigarette taxes by 25 cents per pack on Sept. 1 and another nickel by next July 1.  Senate and House leaders say they are confident a final budget can be approved by the end of next week, though several issues, including lottery language and a pay raise for state employees, remain points of debate.  

Beer Boost.  The Senate gave final legislative approval to a bill raising the maximum alcohol limit in beer and malt beverages sold in North Carolina from six percent to 15 percent.  The 27-21 vote sent the measure to Gov. Mike Easley for signature.  Supports say lifting the Prohibition-era restriction will help develop the state’s microbrewery industry and offer beer connoisseurs a broader selection of brews.  

Smoking Bill.  The House passed Sen. Albertson’s bill banning smoking in all N.C. prison buildings; however, the House also exempted Correction Department employees and inmates’ visitors from the smoking ban with an exemption for staff .  Indoor smoking by inmates and staff is already prohibited in 51 of the state’s 76 prisons, and the remaining facilities would have to follow suit by the first of January.  The state would provide optional smoking cessation programs to staff and inmates.  The bill now returns to the Senate for concurrence. 

Minimum Wage.  A proposal to raise the state’s $5.15 minimum hourly wage gained new life when the House Finance Committee inserted a clause into a bill creating a tax credit for small businesses that provide health insurance to their employees. That clause increases the hourly wage to $6 per hour. A separate bill calling for a $1-an-hour increase in minimum wage was defeated on the House floor in June. The change was a surprise to many bill sponsors of the tax credit 

Secure Ports.  The State Ports Authority has begun a major effort to upgrade security at the Wilmington and Morehead City terminals.  The authority’s board of directors recently approved a $6.43 million contract to install more secure fencing, improved lighting and cameras for monitoring property and detecting potential intrusions.  Federal grants through Transportation Security Administration and the Department of Homeland Security will pay for the bulk of the contract, with the Ports Authority providing about $700,000.   

ATV Bill.  The House approved a compromise to restrict driving all-terrain vehicles to children 8 years old and older and provide some exceptions for older kids who already have four-wheelers.  The deal, reached by a conference committee, would exempt farmers and hunters from the age and safety restriction proposals.  North Carolina is among a handful of states with essentially no operating restrictions for the machines. The House voted 80-30 in favor of the compromise, which still must be approved by the Senate. 

Tax Breaks Bring Dole, Cheesecake Factory.  After Gov. Easley hurriedly passed legislation extending financial incentives for new business in North Carolina, state officials and Dole Food Co. confirmed that the firm will build a $54 million food processing plant expected to employ about 850 people in Gaston County.  Dole will be eligible for $6.5 million in state grants and tax breaks for its planned Bessemer City plant.  Citing the same legislation, The Cheesecake Factory announced plans last week for a $16 million bakery that is to employ 500 people in Rocky Mount.  

Environmental NEWS

Rabid Raccoons. A USDA baiting program to stop the spread of raccoon rabies in five western counties soon will be expanded to the eastern part of the state.  The program, which begins this month in Buncombe, Haywood, Madison, Mitchell and Yancey counties, targets wild raccoons along a 35-mile line east of the Appalachian mountain range.  Wildlife Services Agency, in cooperation with the state division of Public Health, will begin aerial distribution of vaccine-laced baits in an attempt to inoculate wild raccoons against rabies and prevent them from carrying the virus west of the mountains. 

Washington NEWS        
Textile Help.  President Bush said the U.S. Commerce Department will consult with the textile industry and Congress in an effort to seek a comprehensive deal with China on textile and apparel imports.  Bush’s announcement, issued during the signing ceremony for CAFTA, reflects a promise made to U.S. Rep. Robin Hayes (8th District, R), whose late vote switch in favor of the trade pact allowed it to narrowly win Congressional approval. 

Price Reporting.  The U.S. House Agriculture Committee recently approved the "Livestock Mandatory Price Reporting Act."  The legislation renews the mandatory price reporting program, which supporters say is a valuable component in increasing transparency in the livestock marketplace by providing expanded information to producers, for five years. The bill now goes to the U.S. House for consideration.

Power Pollution.  The EPA said it would deny, in part, North Carolina's petition for help in reducing power-plant pollution blowing in from other states.  The agency acknowledged other states harm N.C. air, but stopped short of what N.C. Attorney General Roy Cooper had sought: assurances that out-of-state pollution would drop quickly.  Instead, the EPA offered a plan it says will ensure less pollution across the East by rolling back emissions in 28 states.

Energy Bill.  A massive energy bill approved by Congress could prompt N.C. utilities to build the nation’s first new nuclear reactors in more than a decade.  The bill contains provisions for loan guarantees and risk insurance for utilities that gamble on nuclear power plants.  In recent months, rising oil prices and calls for energy independence from Middle Eastern imports have encouraged some utilities, including Progress Energy in Raleigh and Duke Power in Charlotte, to advocate the revival of nuclear power.  

Council NEWS        

Egg Toss.  The fourth annual Legislative Egg Toss will be held Wednesday, August 10th at 1:15 p.m.  Sen. Charlie Albertson and Rep. Dewey Hill will face off with their respective Senate and House Agriculture Committee members to show their support for the state’s agriculture industry.  Please join us on the Halifax Mall, between the Legislative Office and Education Buildings on State Capital grounds, to watch the two teams compete for the Golden Egg Trophy.

Commodity NEWS        

BSE Case Returns Negative.  Despite the "non-definitive" initial results from a breeding cow that died on a remote farm, the animal was not infected with BSE, according to further testing conducted at USDA's veterinary laboratory in Ames, Iowa and at the Veterinary Laboratories in Weybridge, England.  The initial non-definitive result was caused by "artifactual" or untrue staining.  Meanwhile, consumer tracking surveys found that while 81 percent of consumers were aware of BSE and the latest case, 92 percent still felt confident that beef was safe from the disease. 
Soybean Rust.  Two more cases of Asian soybean rust have been found on Georgia's coastal plain. Experts say finding rust in the counties isn't a big surprise because there is a line of counties with rust along the Georgia/South Carolina border.  However, Deputy Agriculture Secretary Chuck Conner says the threat of widespread infestation by the soybean rust pathogen is nearly over for this year’s crop.  So far, rust has been confirmed in 18 counties in four states in the Southeast. 

Ethanol Power.  The American Coalition for Ethanol (ACE) confirmed that it takes 35,000 BTUs of energy to turn a bushel of corn into a gallon of ethanol, and that gallon of ethanol contains at least 77,000 BTUs.  The confirmation came in response to allegations from Professors David Pimentel of Cornell University and Tad Patzek of the University of California, Berkeley that it takes more energy to produce a gallon of ethanol than the ethanol offers as a motor fuel.
N.C. Ports.  North Carolina ports are starting to make a big splash in the shipping business.  With two years of double-digit growth, the state's docks are striving to become major ports and compete with larger rivals such as Charleston, S.C., and Norfolk, Va.  Now the N.C. State Ports Authority is launching a $265 million expansion, which should double the ports' container capacity in about six years.  If all goes as planned, the North Carolina ports will be able to keep pace with international trade growth, which increased 7.7 percent last year.

Smithfield to Limit Antibiotics.  Smithfield Foods announced that it will limit the amount and kind of antibiotics it uses in pigs in order to comply with new guidelines imposed by one of its major customers, Compass Group's Charlotte-based North American unit.  Food-services giant Compass said it will buy pork and chicken only from suppliers that don't give animals growth-promoting antibiotics that come from classes of drugs also used in human medicine.  The move comes on the heels of a Food and Drug Administration decision last week to ban the antibiotic Baytril in poultry production. 

Philippines Lifts Ban.  The Philippines is lifting a BSE-related ban on U.S. beef.  The Philippines had temporarily banned U.S. beef and beef products in June, after the United States confirmed a second case of BSE in a Texas-born cow.  The Philippines will resume imports of U.S. beef from cattle younger than 30 months of age.

Africanized Bees.  So-called “killer bees” have been found in Florida and recently were detected in Louisiana.  The Africanized honeybees are now known to be considerably less dangerous than was thought in 1976, when they gained infamy in the movie "The Savage Bees," but the bees will attack in large numbers if provoked.  Louisiana beekeepers will have to have their swarms certified free of the strain to sell their bees.  Florida officials say every swarm that has been found as been eradicated, but they warn farmers and beekeepers to be aware of the situation. 

Deadline Extended.  Hundreds of N.C. farmers who applied for federal assistance with crop losses and land-rehabilitation costs stemming from last year’s hurricanes are at risk of missing out on state aid because they haven’t signed a form giving the state permission to use information from their federal application.  For this reason, the deadline for submitting the form has been extended from July 31st to Sept. 9th.  The form authorizes the USDA’s Farm Service Agency to share the farmer’s federal relief application with the NCDA, which is administering the agriculture portion of the state’s hurricane-relief fund.

It’s All in the Eyes.  Researchers at Kansas State University are exploring the use of cattle eyes as a method for determining an animal's age.  Researchers say that the weight of the lens and/or its nitrogen content might correlate with the animal's age, as it appears to do with swine.  If the method proves effective, it could aid the United States in certain export markets, particularly Japan,  when it reopens its border to U.S. beef.

ConAgra Selling Shares.  ConAgra Foods announced that it has entered into an agreement to sell all of its remaining 15.4 million shares of Pilgrim's Pride to the Texas-based poultry producer for an estimated $482 million before tax. The company, based in Omaha, Neb., sold its chicken processing operations to Pilgrim's Pride in fall 2003 for $300 million in cash and 25.4 million Pilgrim's Pride shares. After all the shares have been sold, ConAgra will have received more than $1 billion, before taxes, from the divestiture of the chicken operations.

Other NEWS        

Rural Enterprise.  The W.K. Kellogg Foundation has chosen North Carolina as one of six demonstration sites for a new initiative to create support systems for entrepreneurs in rural areas.  The foundation is investing $2 million in the two-year effort, which will be led by the Rural Economic Development Center in Raleigh.  The goal of the program is to design a comprehensive entrepreneurship-development system for rural areas that will include access to education and training, technical assistance, capital and networking opportunities.

West Nile.  Research by an entomologist at the Connecticut Agricultural Experiment Station in Hartford indicates that the American robin, rather than the crow, may be the more potent source for West Nile virus.  A DNA analysis of blood taken from 300 mosquitoes trapped in Connecticut over the past three years found that 40 percent fed on the blood of the robin and only 1 percent on crows. The results are similar to studies by an entomologist at North Carolina State University, who also found robin blood, but little from crows, in mosquitoes he tested over a four-year period. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, West Nile virus has been identified in more than 200 species of birds. 
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