 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

September 5, 2005


Legislative NEWS

Going Home.  Senate leaders said the only thing left to vote on this year is the resolution that says they're going home.  However, that didn't stop the House from passing more bills Wednesday, hoping it could lure senators back to work to vote on new policies.  But the Senate won't consider the new measures until next year.  House Speaker Jim Black, who pushed House members to keep working, finally announced that Friday would be the last day of the session.  This year’s session ended without a technical corrections bill and a study bill.

N.C. Lottery.  After years of debate and failed proposals, the North Carolina Senate has approved a lottery.  The Senate voted 25-24, with Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue breaking the tie.  The vote was made possible by the absence of two Republican senators who were on record as opposing the lottery.  All the remaining Republicans and five Democrats voted against the bill.  Gov. Easley waited less than 24 hours after the Senate passed the bill to sign the lottery into law.  It is expected to take about six months before the game is up and running in the state.  The law calls for the money to be spent on school construction, class-size reduction, preschool programs and college scholarships. 

Gas Supplies Tight.  With Gulf Coast supplies blocked by the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Gov. Easley urged North Carolina motorists to conserve gasoline until electricity and pipeline pumping stations are restored in the damaged areas.  N.C. gas stations usually keep a five-to-seven-day supply of gasoline on hand, but they haven’t been re-supplied since last Sunday.  Roughly 90 percent of North Carolina’s gas supplies arrive through pipelines originating near Houston and passing through hard-hit areas in Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama. Easley banned all nonessential state government travel and asked the U.S. Department of Energy to waive a rule that requires metropolitan areas to use cleaner-burning fuel during summer months.  Meanwhile, the NCDA adopted a rule that will allow gasoline stations using mechanical pumps to change their settings to measure fuel dispensed by the half-gallon.  Some older pumps cannot compute gas prices at rates higher than $2.99 a gallon. 

Cold Medicine.  The House wrapped up its work for the year by giving final approval to a bill to combat methamphetamine labs. The House approved a Senate bill that would require popular cold tablets containing pseudoephedrine and ephedrine, two ingredients used in the illegal manufacturing of meth, to be sold from behind a pharmacy counter.  Adults will have to show photo identification, sign a log to obtain the medicine and be limited to no more than two purchases at a time and three during a month.  

Minimum Wage.  Although it appears the General Assembly will likely leave Raleigh for the year without raising the minimum wage, the proposal’s principal sponsor, Rep. Alma Adams (D-Guilford), says this year’s defeat could bear the seeds of next year’s success.  Adams says that getting a vote on the House floor was a big step forward for a bill that has met resistance for more than a decade.   A billing setting a $6 minimum wage cleared the House after several attempts this summer.  A Senate committee attached a similar increase to a package of tax changes that would lower taxes for businesses and wealthy individuals, but the full Senate has yet to take up the measure.  The bill faces uncertain prospects when the General Assembly returns to work in the spring.  

Sportsfishing Regulation.  A state House committee voted in May against a bill to ban menhaden fishing for part of the year in the two southern-most coastal counties.  Now a bill in the General Assembly would set up a study committee to address the subject again.  The Commission on Menhaden would consist of five members of the Senate, appointed by the Senate president pro tem and five members of the House, appointed by the Speaker of the House, and would study the management of menhaden and Atlantic thread herring, including whether it should be illegal to catch these fish with a purse seine (a type of fishing net) off the shore of Brunswick and New Hanover counties during all or part of the year. The commission would report its findings and recommendations to the General Assembly in 2006. 

Environmental NEWS

Global Warming.  The General Assembly gave its final approval to create a legislative commission that would study the impact of global warming impact in North Carolina.  The measure now goes to Gov. Mike Easley for his signature.  The bill creates a 32-member commission that would study issues related to greenhouse gases. The panel could recommend a pollution-reducing goal when it reports to the General Assembly by November 2006.  The panel membership includes members of the public, representatives of the state's top power companies, as well as industry and environmental groups and universities. 

Washington NEWS        
Textile Talks End Without Agreement.  Another round of talks on textile trade between the United States and China has apparently ended in Beijing without an agreement, according to wire reports and a statement from U.S. textile organizations.  U.S. and Chinese negotiators met for two days this week in an effort to reach a deal that would limit imports of Chinese-made textile and apparel products into the United States.  The talks this week followed two days of negotiations in San Francisco in mid-August, but the unsuccessful conclusion of this week's discussions means it is unlikely there will be a new trade agreement to announce when the Chinese president visits President Bush next week in D.C. 

Agriculture Subcommittee Reviews Specialty Crops.  Agriculture Subcommittee on Livestock and Horticulture Chairman Robin Hayes (R-NC) chaired a field hearing in Lodi, California to review the specialty crop industry. The hearing covered a variety of issues including trade, market access, conservation, research and pests and diseases affecting the fruit, nut, vegetable, wine and nursery industries.  Specific specialty crop policies will be reviewed fully by the House Committee on Agriculture during the upcoming farm bill review process. The 2002 Farm Bill will expire in 2007 and the Committee on Agriculture will begin process of reauthorizing the farm bill with hearings slated to begin later this fall.

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        
Katrina.  Exact calculations of damages in the wake of Hurricane Katrina may still be a long time in coming, but early assessments indicate that poultry was among the hardest hit sectors of the food industry on a variety of fronts.  Mississippi, which received the brunt of the storm, produces about 10 percent of U.S. broiler chickens, and according to the National Chicken Council 11 of the 14 chicken slaughter plants in the state were not operating as of Wednesday.  The NCC has said that hundreds of growout houses in Mississippi also sustained damage to varying degrees. In Georgia, early reports estimated that more than 250,000 chickens were killed in the wake of Katrina.  Meanwhile, it is estimated that Hurricane Katrina will cost U.S. farmers around $2 billion in Gulf Coast crop and livestock losses and higher fuel bills throughout the farm sector.  Crop losses from the hurricane are still being assessed by state and federal experts, and lawmakers are wary of acting until a reliable tally is made. 

Shipping Bottleneck.  The federal government is struggling to determine how soon Gulfport, Miss., and other hurricane-ravaged harbors on the Gulf of Mexico can be repaired.  Their biggest concern is the mouth of the Mississippi River, conduit for more than 6,000 ocean-going vessels a year carrying grain, oil, steel, coal, food and other goods.  The port of New Orleans remains closed to ocean shipping, awaiting an assessment of damages caused by Hurricane Katrina.  If the river or surrounding ports are unusable for months, problems for shippers could be repeated a million-fold at companies across the country. The closure of Gulf Coast ports also is being blamed for a growing backlog of shipments that is expected to work its way north from Louisiana to Mississippi and cause deep losses for the farm sector.
Duke Decision Upheld.  A federal appeals court maintains that Duke Power Energy Corp. did not need the Environmental Protection Agency’s permission when it made improvements between 1988 and 200 at eight power plants in North Carolina and South Carolina.  A three-judge panel of the 4th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in Richmond, Va., ruled that although the modifications allow the plants to emit more pollutants because they can operate for more hours, the EPA had no basis to review the changes because the hourly rate of emissions would not increase.  

Nuclear Permit.  Progress Energy notified the Nuclear Regulatory Commission that it plans to apply for a license to build a nuclear plant at an undetermined site.  The company won't apply for the license for at least two years, Progress spokesman Rick Kimble said, but construction could begin within five years and the reactor could operate by 2015.  Progress Energy officials said they have notified the Nuclear Regulatory Commission that they will select the site for a reactor this year.  Duke Power, based in Charlotte, is also one of six utilities with an interest in building a nuclear power plant. Progress Energy and Duke are the only two that expect to pick a site this year. 

Possible Herring Moratorium.  State fisheries officials will debate this week whether to enact a moratorium on all river herring fishing in the state.  The N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission will decide whether it needs to take action for the fishery before the completion of the River Herring Fishery Management Plan.  A statewide moratorium will likely be a proposal in the plan, which is not scheduled for completion until well into next spring – essentially after the herring run is over.  The MFC has authority to put interim management measures into place.  While most river herring harvests have traditionally occurred in the Albemarle Sound area, some harvests occur statewide. And there is a growing recreational fishery for using river herring as bait for striped bass.

Cigarette Tax.  On Thursday the N.C. cigarette tax jumped from 5 cents to 30 cents a pack.  Next year, the rate will increase by an additional nickel.  Previously, North Carolina had the lowest cigarette tax in the country.  Now, South Carolina takes over the title at seven cents a pack.
USDA NEWS     

Animal I.D. Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns announced that more than 100,000 premises have registered nationwide in the first step in USDA's National Animal Identification System (NAIS) implementation. The agency has also finalized four guiding principles in building the system, which is scheduled to reach full mandatory implementation by early 2009.  The principles generally agree with ongoing industry initiatives, such as the one being built by the National Cattlemen's Beef Association.

USDA Donates $1 Million to N.C. Schools.  More North Carolina public schools will benefit from the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program, a program targeted at increasing the consumption of fresh fruit and vegetables, thanks to a $1 million grant from the USDA.  North Carolina is one of three states chosen by the USDA to participate in the program. Grant money will be distributed among 25 new elementary schools to purchase and serve more fresh fruits and vegetables to students. Schools are providing fruit baskets inside the classroom, kiosks in the hallways and other innovative approaches to give students the opportunity to grab a fresh fruit or vegetable snack throughout the school day.

NCDA NEWS        

Got To Be NC.  On a trip organized by NCDA, David Murddock, President of Dole Foods, got a closer look at some NC farms and met with produce commodity group leaders and farmers.  Ag  Commissioner Steve Troxler has cultivated what could be the largest economic development opportunity to North Carolina in years. Troxler’s efforts are all part of his new marketing campaign – Got To Be NC -- and so far, it looks like Dole Foods is going to say it’s Got To Be NC strawberries, blueberries, watermelons, sweetpotatoes, and lettuce.

State Takes Over Federal Tobacco Research.  State agriculture officials took over the Oxford Tobacco Research Station from the federal government Wednesday, starting what Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler said was a new and varied future for the 426-acre farm and research facility.  The station also conducts research on grains, cucumbers, watermelons, forestry and luffa sponges, but most of its work has been on tobacco. NCDA  manages the facility and researchers from N.C. State University and North Carolina A&T State University conduct research projects.   Troxler hopes that private industry partners also will work with the station.

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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