 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

August 15, 2005


Legislative NEWS

Budget Consensus.  The General Assembly finally has passed a $17.2 billion state budget, sending the measure to Gov. Mike Easley six weeks after the new fiscal year.  Easley, who threatened a veto earlier this week when legislative leaders agreed to approve a $150 bonus to state employees in a separate bill (they later retreated in light of the governor’s threat), praised the budget and has signed the budget into law.  The budget will generate more than $600 million in new or extended taxes this coming year, including a hike in the cigarette tax from 5 cents per pack to 30 cents per pack on September 1.  The tax will jump to 35 cents next summer.  The budget also keeps in place for another two years a half-cent increase in the sales tax and an 8.25 percent income tax rate for top wage earners.  Both were set to expire this year after first going on the books in 2001. The budget also contained $3.7 million recurring for Cooperative Extension and Research Field Faculty to bring their salaries up to levels of on campus faculty. The budget also contained funds for an FFA Center at White Lake, a new agribusiness center in Duplin Count,  funds for a new Cooperative Extension Office Building in Sampson County,  and one time funds for the Tobacco Farm Life Museum in Wilson County. The NCDA&CS faired well in this year's budget compared to previous years. 

Lottery in Limbo.  The new budget includes language on how to distribute lottery proceeds to education programs, but a lottery will not be authorized unless the House bill is approved by the Senate and signed by Gov. Easley.  The House bill passed by a 61-59 vote, but some observers are unsure if the Senate will pass the measure since five of the Senate’s 29 Democrats publicly opposed the lottery.  

Smoking Bill Extinguished Again.  Rep. Hugh Holliman (Davidson, D), the sponsor of a defeated bill that would have restricted smoking in N.C. restaurants, revived the idea by attaching similar provisions to an unrelated bill on training for drug counselors that emerged from House Judiciary I Committee last week. The original measure was defeated 63-57 on the House floor two months ago.  However, at the last minute Holliman stripped the no-smoking language from the measure because he feared it would delay consideration of the host bill, which he favors.  Instead, Holliman says that a study committee is expected to take up the smoking issue between legislative sessions.  

Plant Regulation.  The Senate gave approval to HB 671 that would stipulate that only the Board of Agriculture has authority to ban plants in NC, in particular genetically modified plants. The Senate amended the bill considerably from the version passed by the House, adding a study committee to determine the negative consequences of GMO plants and adding two new seats to the Board of Agriculture – an organic farmer and a consumer advocate.  It remains to be seen if the House will concur on the bill, but all likelihood is that it will not, and the bill will be sent to a conference committee to see if a compromise can be worked out. 

Minimum Wage.  On the third try this year, the House approved a hike in the state minimum wage from $5.15 to $6 an hour, boosting the incomes of an estimated 101,000 N.C. workers.  The bill, which also gives small businesses that provide health insurance to their employees an annual income tax credit of up to $800 per worker, passed 62-56 and now goes to the Senate.  Currently, it is not clear whether the Senate will take up the House bill since the Senate Finance Committee approved a bill providing an identical minimum wage increase but also including other tax changes such as the cigarette tax. 

Southport Marina.  Despite the governor’s assurance that the Southport Marina won’t be sold, moves are being made in the state legislature to give city leaders some control over the state property.  Sen. R.C. Soles (Columbus, D) and Rep. Bonner Stiller, (Brunswick, R) inserted language in a bill that would give the city of Southport planning and zoning control over the marina, which is owned by the N.C. State Ports Authority and leased to a private operator.  

Illegal Cockfighting. After two amendments, the Senate passed the House version of a Cockfighting bill that increases the penalty for cockfighting from a misdemeanor to a Class I Felony.   Cockfighting has been directly linked by the USDA to the spread of avian diseases. Iin 2002, California had a outbreak of Exotic Newcastle Disease that cost taxpayers over $200 million to eradicate and cost the poultry industry millions in lost exports.  It is unclear whether the bill goes directly to the Governor to sign because although the Senate passed the same version as the House, two amendments were made. The first amendment occurred in Judiciary Committee where the penalty was changed to a first offense misdemeanor with a second offense Class H Felony.  The second amendment occurred on the floor of the Senate, offered by Senator Charlie Albertson (Duplin, D) to amend the bill back to the original House version – an amendment that passed 22-20. 

Environmental NEWS

Sewage Fine.  Regulators have hit Wilmington with the second largest fine in state history for a sewer system violation in response to the July 1st spill that sent an estimated three million gallons of raw sewage into Hewletts Creek.  The N.C. Division of Water Quality announced the $51,491.84 penalty the same day city crews began permanent repairs to the underground pipe coupling that failed last month.  The city is making short-term improvements and moving up planned long-term improvements to its wastewater infrastructure to make sure the sewage spill does not happen again.  

Washington NEWS        
Contract Legislation.  Two U.S. Senators, Sen. Arlen Specter (R-PA) and Sen. Chuck Grassley (R-IA), have introduced legislation that would allow for arbitration clauses as part of livestock and poultry contracts to be voided if either party chooses to exercise that option. Similar legislation was considered during the 2002 farm bill debate.

Energy Bill.  President Bush signed into law the energy bill this week. At the signing ceremony in New Mexico, Bush noted the tax incentives for producers of ethanol and biodiesel. "The bill includes a flexible, cost-effective, renewable fuel standard that will double the amount of ethanol and biodiesel in our fuel supply over the next seven years. Using ethanol and biodiesel will leave our air cleaner. And every time we use a home-grown fuel, particularly these, we're going to be helping our farmers, and at the same time, be less dependent on foreign sources of energy," he stated.

NAFTA Panel Rules for Canada.  As Canada claimed victory in the softwood lumber dispute with the United States after a key NAFTA panel ruling yesterday, Washington said it would keep lumber tariffs in place and try to get a negotiated settlement.  An Extraordinary Challenge Committee of three judges - two Canadians and one American - set up by the North American Free Trade Agreement unanimously dismissed U.S. claims that an earlier NAFTA ruling in favor of Canada violated trade rules.

U.S., China Talk Textiles.  U.S. trade representatives will meet with their counterparts from China in San Francisco next week to negotiate an agreement to limit exports of textiles from China, the first time an across-the-board cap will be discussed.   David Spooner, the U.S. Trade Representative's chief textile negotiator who will lead the U.S. delegation for two days of talks, said that the administration had planned to discuss specific product quotas, but decided to broaden the negotiations to include limits on all textile trade in response to demands by U.S. legislators and businesses.  China exported $15 billion in textiles and apparel to the United States last year and is on pace to surpass that total by more than 60 percent this year. U.S. textile-producers and apparel-importers have backed calls for ending the piecemeal imposition of textile import quotas in favor of an across-the-board limit.

People NEWS        

Appointed.  Former Agriculture Commissioner Britt Cobb has been named deputy secretary of administration for government operations.  He replaced C. Carlton Myrick, who retired at the end of July.  Cobb, a Democratic career staffer at the Department of Agriculture, was appointed commissioner by Gov. Easley in June 2003 following the resignation of Meg Scott Phipps in a corruption scandal, but lost a bid for a full term in 2004 to Republican Steve Troxler.  Appointed.  The National Pork Producers Council (NPPC) announced this week the appointment of Don Butler of North Carolina to the Council’s Board of Directors. Butler is a distinguished leader from the U.S. pork industry and serves as the director of government relations and public affairs for Murphy-Brown LLC, the swine production subsidiary of Smithfield Foods Inc. He is also the operator of a 7,000-head wean-to-feeder pig operation.

Commodity NEWS        

I.D. Registration.  The Southeastern Livestock Network recently held a demonstration of an electronic identification system that tagged a group of cattle with radio frequency identification tags in order to track the cows from market to slaughter. The demonstration was part of an effort to educate farmers on the national identification program being rolled out by the USDA. The nationwide ID system, set to be mandatory in 2008, is designed to allow 48-hour trace of livestock's movement throughout their lives in case of disease outbreak.
BSE Testing.  With more than 425,000 high-risk cattle tested so far in its 18-month surveillance program to measure levels of infection by BSE in the national herd, the USDA will soon test 20,000 older but non-symptomatic cattle on a statistically valid national basis, as it promised to do at the beginning of the program.  The agency has been kept busy by the testing of suspect animals through the first 14 months of the program, but will now start testing healthy cattle at slaughter.  At the end of the program, USDA will release a wealth of data about the tested cattle, including location, age where available and symptoms.

Textile Jobs Down.  North Carolina lost 2,300 textile-mill jobs between June 2004 and June 2005, continuing a long period of declining statewide mill employment, according to the U.S. Department of Labor. North Carolina posted the nation's largest decline in textile employment, followed by South Carolina, which lost 2,200 jobs in the period. As of June, North Carolina had 60,200 textile mill jobs, down from 62,500 a year earlier.  Nationwide, 14,800 textile mill jobs were eliminated between June 2004 and June 2005, when U.S. textile-mill employment stood at 226,600. 
Biotech Research.  The University of North Carolina and Dole Food Co. are working on a proposal that would build a biotech research and development campus on the site of the vacant Pillowtex plant in downtown Kannapolis.  The proposed Kannapolis campus would focus on nutrition and agricultural research and bring employment opportunities to the former textile town, which lost about 4,500 jobs when Pillowtex closed two years ago.  UNC President Molly Broad says legislators have been receptive about funding the university's proposed operations in Kannapolis so far. 

Weak Shrimp Season.  Longtime N.C. shrimpers say this season has been one of the worst they can recall.  Cool weather helped the season start slowly and though temperatures have picked up since then, the catches haven't been consistent, said David Taylor, head of Fisheries Management with the state Division of Marine Fisheries.   "It's just been a spotty thing," Taylor said. "Overall, I think it's not been very good." Preliminary records of dockside seafood sales show fishermen landed 48,358 lbs of shrimp statewide through May this year. That's less than half the 115,825 lbs fishermen had brought to the docks by the same time last year and 80 % less than the previous 5-year average of 241,495 lbs. 

NCDA NEWS        

Hurricane-Relief Grants. The NCDA has begun issuing disaster-assistance grants to farmers who suffered losses from flooding caused by last year’s hurricanes.  The checks issued to date will help farmers with the cost of removing debris from farmland, repairing fences and conservation structures and restoring damaged farmland. The assistance is going to farmers who received aid through USDA’s Emergency Conservation Program.   The General Assembly earmarked a total of $11.7 million for agriculture-related losses as part of the state’s overall hurricane-relief effort, known as Operation Brighter Day. Fifty counties are eligible for assistance under the program. A list of the counties is available online at www.ncagr.com/paffairs/disastertext.htm. 

Pesticide Board.  The North Carolina Pesticide Board met on August 9th to consider requests for additional funding for the Plastic Pesticide Container Recycling Program and to consider comments from the public.  Among the issues raised were a request to post pesticide license and category designations on vehicles, the registration of products to control moles, and concerns about the tracking and recording-keeping practices used for restricted-use pesticides.  The board agreed to take each of these matters under advisement for further consideration.

Midway Contracts.  The rides and games at the N.C. State Fair may soon start looking a little more familiar from year to year, as the NCDA is seeking to change a rule that would allow it to grant a 3-year lease to the midway company. The lease is now granted for only one year, and a different company has run the midway each of the past four years.  The contractor is decided by a public bid process.  The fair runs Oct. 14-23.
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