 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

August 29, 2005


Legislative NEWS

Continued Session.  The General Assembly will continue this week, with House Speaker Jim Black telling House members to plan to meet through Tuesday.  The Senate is holding skeleton sessions until the House adjourns and has no bills calendared.  Senate Leader Mark Basnight said the legislation approved and sent to the House early last Wednesday morning would be the final legislation acted on in 2005.  

Lottery.  A lottery proposal appeared to be dead early Wednesday morning after the Senate, unable to get the final votes needed to pass the bill, prepared to adjourn for the year.  The lottery bill, which was approved by the House months earlier, lacked two votes in the Senate as five Democrats and all 21 Republicans in the 50-member Senate lined up against the measure.  However, supports say that changing political climates could lead to different opinions in the 2006 short session, when the bill likely will resurface. 

Fishing License.  Recreational fishers on the state’s coast will need to obtain licenses beginning in 2007 under a bill expected to win final legislative approval this week.  Anglers older than 16 would need to obtain either annual saltwater fishing licenses costing $15 for N.C. residents and $30 for out-of-staters or 10-day permits costing $5 and $10, respectively, to fish the state’s coastal waters.  The measure also sets out a pricing schedule allowing pier and charter boat operators to buy blanket licenses for their customers.  The bill exempts people who can demonstrate that they fish for sustenance and grandfathers sportsmen who purchase a lifetime consolidated hunting and fishing license by the end of this year.  

Lobbying Bill.  The General Assembly gave final legislative approval to a rewrite of state lobbying rules that require more disclosure of expenses to influence legislators and top executive brand officials.  The compromise between competing House and Senate bills largely follows the House version, which requires lobbyists and their principals to report any expenditure greater than $10.  Starting in 2007, legislative lobbyists would have to file monthly reports while the General Assembly is in session and quarterly reports for the rest of the year. The measure also eliminates the so-called “goodwill” loophole that has allowed for undisclosed spending on entertaining legislators as long as no specific legislation was discussed.  
Smoking Ban.  Smoking inside state prison buildings would end under a bill given final legislative approval this week.  Earlier this month the House passed a version that exempted Correction Department employees and inmates' visitors, but voted 70-43 Tuesday on a broader version sought by the Senate that bans indoor smoking at all of the state's 76 prisons.  The bill, which passed the Senate 40-1, now goes to Gov. Mike Easley for his signature.

Environmental NEWS
Earthquake.  Parts of Western North Carolina shook late Wednesday as an earthquake with a magnitude 3.7 struck North Carolina, Tennessee and Georgia, rattling homes and windows.  The temblor took residents by surprise, but there were no reports of injuries or major damage.  There are up to 30 minor earthquakes a year in North Carolina, according to the U.S. Geological Survey's National Earthquake Information Center.  An earthquake is considered "minor" with a magnitude of 3.0 to 3.9.  
Clean-burning Subsidies.  Hoke County plans to offer millions of dollars in incentives to lure the first ethanol-gasoline manufacturing complex on the East Coast to an industrial park near Raeford. Clean Burn Fuels LLC of Chapel Hill would create 100 jobs and invest about $480 million to build three facilities covering 500 acres, pending approval of environmental permits.  Local officials have agreed to purchase the land for $3 million, extend sewer and water lines to the site at a cost of $1.5 million and give the company grants to offset 100 percent of property taxes on the facility for three years after construction is complete and 85 percent for the following seven years. 
Pender Co. Farms Added to State Test.  Oversight of intensive swine farming in Pender County will move into a special pilot regulatory program because of a provision tucked into the new state budget.  The change will make the government agency responsible for ensuring that hog wastes don’t pollute groundwater.  Pender County will join Columbus, Brunswick and Jones counties in the pilot program, which began in 1999. Under the terms of the program, the N.C. Division of Soil and Water Conservation oversees environmental regulation of hog farm waste systems instead of the N.C. Division of Water Quality.  The addition of Pender County will increase the number of farms covered by the program by about 60 percent.  The change in the budget also extends the life of the program to 2007.  It was set to expire in September.  
Washington NEWS        
Poultry Sent Through Postal Service.  Hundreds to thousands of game birds, fighting cocks and other fowl are shipped into North Carolina each day through the U.S. Postal Service without proof they've been checked for highly contagious diseases, state agriculture officials say.  This loophole, a violation of state law that requires all birds entering North Carolina to be certified as healthy, poses a potential health and bioterrorist threat to the state's $2.1 billion poultry industry.  Between 1,000 and 3,000 birds are mailed to North Carolina each day, and more than 70 percent  - shipped through Postal Service hubs in Raleigh, Greensboro and Charlotte - don't have a health certificate.  Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler and U.S. Rep. Walter Jones, a Farmville Republican, vowed to pressure federal postal and agriculture officials to require birds shipped by mail to carry a certificate verifying they are free of contagions.

Estate Tax.  Farm groups and some government officials are mobilizing for a final push to repeal the estate tax, which the U.S. Senate is poised to consider repealing when they return in September.  Secretary Mike Johanns plugged efforts to eliminate the estate tax when he appeared this month at the Iowa State Fair, saying that more and more farmers are affected by the estate tax, which remains a very important issue despite some opposition in Washington.  
Canada Reportedly Considers Duties on U.S. Corn.  Canada reportedly is stepping up pressure on the United States in the softwood lumber dispute by considering huge punitive duties for imports of U.S. corn.  Government sources say Canada is launching a formal probe of U.S. corn exports to Canada just as it looks for ways to retaliate against the U.S. over the softwood lumber dispute.  Canadian corn growers complained to Ottawa last week that the U.S. government illegally subsidizes its corn growers, allowing them to dump low-price corn in the Canadian market.  
Chambliss Sees Few Changes in Farm Bill.  U.S. farmers can be assured they won’t notice any “significant differences” in their bottom lines due to budget cutting measures to the current farm bill, says Sen. Saxby Chambliss, (R-Ga.), chairman of the Senate Committee on Agriculture.  Speaking at the recent Southern Peanut Growers Conference in Panama City, Fla., Chambliss said his committee would come up with savings in agriculture that will not change policy, but will allow farmers to participate in cutting the nation’s record federal budget deficit.  “I told the President that we made a contract with farmers and ranchers in 2002, and that contract should run for six years. I don’t mind moving a few numbers around, but I’m not going to change the policy that’s set forth in that farm bill.  Men and women have made financial commitments for equipment, land, and rent, and we have committed this six-year farm bill to them, and we simply cannot change it,” said Chambliss.

Council NEWS        

Mark Your Calendars.  The N.C. Agribusiness Council’s Annual Meeting will be held Monday, September 19th at the North Raleigh Hilton from 5:00 p.m. until 9:00 p.m.  The meeting will include a reception, dinner and program.  Contact the Council today to reserve your seat for the event. 
State Fair.  The N.C. Agribusiness Council will have a booth at the 2005 N.C. State Fair, which runs from October 14th through the 23rd.  The booth will be located in the Kerr Scott Building near the entrance. 
Commodity NEWS        
Rising Costs.  As the costs of fuel and fertilizer increase, so does the impact on farmers – with many operations spending more to make less this year.  Some farm economists predict a large number of farmers could be put out of business soon.  There is no guarantee of any relief in the future, amid forecasts calling for continued fuel and fertilizer price hikes.  Economists say prices for farm products are not likely to make up much, if any,  of the difference.   

Tobacco to Herbs.  The Medicinal Herbs for Commerce Project, a cooperative venture of N.C. State and the NCDA, hopes to help replace lost N.C. tobacco acreage.  The program, based at the Mountain Research and Extension Center, transitions tobacco farms to herb crops, which N.C. State University estimates will be a $200 billion international industry by 2008.  Because most herbs require drying following harvest, tobacco barns can be adapted or converted for this, especially the small, tight barns in the Piedmont and eastern sections of the state.  Seventeen farmers participated last year, and thirteen of these signed up for another year, most of them increasing their acreage. This year, a total of 45 growers have signed on.
Australia Pork Case.  Next week the Australian courts will hear the Australian government's appeal of the earlier court decision against the government's import risk assessment that allowed U.S. processed pork to be imported. The United States has been shipping record levels of processed pork since the government's decision last year to allow imports.
Food Research.  Despite ongoing threats to the food supply from pathogens and terrorism, research in food and agricultural microbiology is declining, according to a report by the American Academy for Microbiology.  University of Georgia microbiologist Michael Doyle, a co-author of the report, says that research support is decreasing partly because of trouble recruiting and maintaining graduate students.  Doyle calls for fundamental changes in addition to an infusion of financial support to reverse the agricultural research decline.  
Union Alleges Violation.  The United Food and Commercial Workers International Union alleges that Smithfield Packing Co. disciplined two employees in violation of the National Labor Relations Act.  Investigators from the National Labor Relations Board will meet with the union and Smithfield to look into the allegations. 
Duke Water Fees.  Duke Power might start charging for the water that municipal systems and industries draw from its Catawba River reservoirs.  Federal law and Duke’s hydroelectric license allow it to charge for water from its reservoirs, as many other utilities in the Southeast already do.  State law is murky on the issue, recognizing both the right of shoreline owners to the water that flows across their property and public-access rights to navigable waters.  Duke floated its fee proposal Aug 10, during informal talks about the 50-year renewal of its hydro license, which expires next year.  
Report Says Farming Well-Positioned.  A recent research report analyzing trends and issues in U.S. farming says that the U.S. farming industry is well positioned to succeed in an increasingly competitive global market as a result of ongoing consolidation, integration and its early adoption of new technologies. However, according to Rabobank's Food and Agriculture Research group, U.S. farmers must continue to grow, innovate and use domestic advantages in order to overcome challenges such as high land costs, increasing environmental regulations, changes in governmental support and global competition. 

USDA NEWS     
Rule Would Allow Japanese Beef Imports.  The USDA's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) has published a proposed rule that would ease import restrictions against Japanese beef. The proposed rule would allow the importation of whole cuts of boneless beef derived from cattle born, raised and slaughtered in Japan. The National Cattlemen's Beef Association (NCBA) has indicated they will not support the proposed rule until Japan has completed its process and accepts beef from the United States. The proposed rule is open for public comment until Sept. 19.
Argentine Poultry Ban.  The USDA has proposed lifting a ban on imports of Argentine poultry after declaring the country free of exotic Newcastle disease.  The USDA said in a Federal Register notice that Argentina has eradicated the disease in commercial poultry flocks and implemented sufficient safeguards to prevent another outbreak.  Poultry producers, industry groups and other interested parties have until Oct. 24 to submit comments on the proposed rule.
NCDA NEWS        

Deadline Approaches.  The deadline for submitting information for 2004 hurricane-relief assistance is September 9th.  The deadline applies to farmers who filed claims and have been notified that they need to submit additional information to the NCDA as well as farmers who wish to apply for federal assistance with crop losses from the 2004 storms.  
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