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September 12, 2005


Hurricane Katrina NEWS

Katrina Aid.  The N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources sent 80 employees trained in disaster relief to the Gulf Coast.  They will help federal teams distribute ice, bottled water, ready-to-eat meals, canned foods, portable lights, batteries, first-aid kits and other relief supplies.  The NCDA sent 11 tractor-trailers of food to Mobile, Ala. The trucks will take applesauce, corn, green beans, mixed fruit, spaghetti sauce and breaded chicken. The division is part of a nationwide Rapid Food Response System designed to move emergency food.  
Drop-Off Sites for Cattle Aid.  The NCDA, in cooperation with the N.C. Cattlemen’s Association, has organized three drop-off sites for donated supplies to aid cattle farmers in Mississippi affected by Hurricane Katrina.   Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler is asking farmers who may have extra or surplus items to donate to their counterparts in Mississippi since the hurricane has damaged or destroyed many barns and fences across the state and supplies are tight.  Farmers willing to donate can drop off items through Sept. 30 at one of the following three research stations across the state: Mountain Research Station (828-456-3943), Piedmont Research Station (704-278-2624), and Horticultural Crops Research Station (910-592-7839). 
Less Crop Damage Than Expected.  Insurance adjusters dispatched to the Gulf Coast to assess crop damage said there has been less damage to cotton, soybean and sugar beet crops from Hurricane Katrina than initially expected. That’s because the storm veered at the last minute to strike at urban New Orleans, sparing farm fields north of the city and in surrounding areas.  One crop insurance company executive said Katrina will be the costliest catastrophe ever for the insurance industry, with payouts for life insurance, home and property damage.  However, many of the corn, sugar and soybean crops in the area had been harvested before the hurricane struck.  The biggest impact on crops came in Florida, mostly in the nursery business.   

Katrina Relief for Animals.  N.C. State College of Veterinary Medicine and SART have sent a team to Louisiana to pick up animals stranded by Hurricane Katrina.  NCVMA will be organizing veterinarians and veterinary technicians to board and foster the animals as they are brought into the state. This effort is expected to last for at least six months.  Last week, a team of 21 veterinarians from North Carolina, who are members of VMAT (Veterinary Medical Assistance Teams), were sent to Mississippi to work with rescuing animals. To get up-to-date information about this initiative, visit www.ncvma.org.

Shipping Bottleneck.  Hurricane Katrina has created a shipping bottleneck that could reach up into the heart of the U.S. Corn Belt and cause losses to the U.S. farm sector topping an estimated $1 billion.  Losses will flow from canceled agricultural export sales, delayed shipments, higher prices for fuel and fertilizer, and depressed crop prices, agricultural economists and market analysts said.  The good news is that the harvest has not begun in the Upper Midwest, and peak time for grain shipments through Gulf Coast ports is still a month away.  The bad news is that there is still a lot of grain in storage from last year’s record harvest, and some farmers expect bumper crops again this year.  The government said Wednesday that the hurricane-ravaged lower Mississippi River is now open to two-way traffic for grain shipments from the Gulf Coast, and 63 percent of grain elevator capacity has been restored.

USDA Announces Aid.  The USDA announced that up to $170 million in disaster aid will go to growers hit by Hurricane Katrina, and offered to make crop loans on grain stored on the ground throughout the shipping system.  This action is designed to alleviate short-term logistical problems and support local cash prices above distressed levels as a result of the hurricane. Ordinarily, grain must be stored indoors to be used as collateral for the nine-month USDA loans.

Poultry Exports.  The USDA has assured Russia, the top buyer of American chicken, that dozens of meat and poultry plants hit by Hurricane Katrina would not ship any product unless approved by the government.  The storm destroyed more than 60 meat and poultry plants in Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama according to the USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service.  Food safety inspectors will only approve shipments once companies make the necessary repairs to damaged plants.  Meanwhile, the National Chicken Council reported that as of Thursday, all 14 of the Mississippi slaughter plants affected by Katrina were back in operation. Moreover, many are running at pre-storm levels as they attempt to clear a backlog of chickens from farms. However, many farms are still operating on diesel-powered generators, and the need for diesel fuel in the area remains critical.
Food Prices Likely to Rise.  Coffee, chicken and other everyday commodities soon may carry a storm damage surcharge.  How much and how long those prices will rise are among the many unknowns as authorities try to control the human impact of Hurricane Katrina.  Various factors will determine the storm’s agricultural impact, including damage to the Mississippi River port system from Baton Rouge to the river’s mouth, losses to poultry producers in Georgia and Mississippi and energy prices. Perhaps the clearest impact was reported by Colombia’s National Coffee Federation, which said prices of coffee on global markets had risen 12 cents in the four days following Katrina’s strike on the nation’s top coffee port in New Orleans.

The Gas Crunch.  While motorists fret about high prices at the pump, some N.C. farmers are facing the added worry of buying gallons of liquid propane to cure a barn of tobacco.  Of the state's farmers, officials say, corn and tobacco growers will suffer the most from the recent spike in fuel prices. In addition to fueling their tractors, sprayers and trucks, corn and tobacco growers face the additional cost of curing their crop - an expensive process only exacerbated by the current situation.

Washington NEWS        
FDA to Announce New Rule on Feed Ban.  The proposed rule on ruminant-to-ruminant feed restrictions that the Food and Drug Administration announced in early 2004, then pulled off the table, will finally emerge sometime in the next month or two, according to the Center for Veterinary Medicine.  Revised rule are on the way, but no specifics have been released as to which of the earlier proposed rule's restrictions would remain. The Advanced Notice for Proposed Rulemaking proposed removing all specified risk material (SRMs) from all animal feed and considered other, more moderate steps such as removing poultry litter, plate waste and bovine blood from all feed and dietary supplements.
Eminent Domain Hearing.  U.S. House Agriculture Committee Chairman Bob Goodlatte chaired the first hearing in the House of Representatives on the potential effects of the U.S. Supreme Court's June 23rd decision in Kelo v. City of New London, the controversial ruling that appears to give local governments greater eminent domain power than many believe they should have.  A week after the Court's ruling, the U.S. House passed a motion disagreeing with the Court.  Goodlatte said that private ownership of property is one of the most fundamental principles embedded in the U.S. Constitution and he feels that the Supreme Court's recent decision is a step in the opposite direction.  

Environmental NEWS

Landing Field.  The 4th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals partially upheld a lower court ruling that the Navy did not adequately study the possibly environmental harm from a proposed jet landing field in Eastern North Carolina, but reversed the trial judge in allowing preliminary work on the project to continue.  Washington and Beaufort counties and three conservation groups have sued to block the landing field, alleging its operations would threaten wildlife and that the Navy did not adequately study those effects.  The $186 million airfield would be used by fighter-jet pilots based nearby at Cherry Point Marine Corps Air Station at Havelock and Oceana Naval Air Station in Virginia to simulate takeoffs and landings on aircraft carriers. 

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        
Corn Harvested Earlier. Corn farmers have started harvesting their fields earlier this year.  A mild spring allowed growers to plant their seeds earlier, which caused their crop to mature earlier in parts of the state.  Normally, farmers plant their seeds in the last weeks of March or the first part of April.  The harvest should end in the first part of October. 
Farm Incomes Fall.  U.S. farmers, hit by lower prices, a smaller harvest and higher energy costs, will see their incomes fall about 13 percent from last year, a decline of nearly $11 billion to an estimated $71.8 billion.  The decline from last year’s record income of $82.5 billion comes after two years of record corn production, large harvests for other major crops and exceptionally high prices for livestock.  Cash receipts could be down for all field crops except hay, USDA said in a forecast of 2005 farm profits.

Tobacco Production Down.  Tobacco production in the United States is plummeting as farmers switch to other crops or retire.  The drop-off follows the elimination of federal quotas and price supports.  But in the first year of the new era, nationwide tobacco acreage is expected to be the lowest since the 1800s. Nationwide, 319,860 acres are expected to produce 677.1 million pounds of tobacco, down from 408,040 acres and 879.2 million pounds last year.  The federal tobacco buyout, lower prices, declining demand and increased foreign competition are factors in the decline.
Computer Use on Farms.  According to a recent survey, computer use on farms seems to be leveling out after more than a decade of sharp increases in computer usage. The survey showed that in 2005, approximately 58 percent of all farms in the United States had computer access, exactly the same percentage as the last survey that was conducted in 2003. Fifty-one percent of all farms now have Internet access on the farm, compared to 48 percent in 2003.
Hatchery Named.  Wildlife Commissioner Bobby Setzer, a 12-year member of the N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission, was honored during a recent commissioner’s meeting at the newly renamed Bobby N. Setzer State Fish Hatchery near Brevard. The hatchery, which adjoins the Pisgah Center for Wildlife Education outside Brevard, is one of several across the state where the Wildlife Commission raises stockable-sized fish from eggs.  The facility is open seven days a week, offering family-friendly educational exhibits about mountain wildlife, habitats and waters. 

USDA NEWS     

Food Safety.  The USDA, in conjunction with the Department of Homeland Security, has begun planning the development and construction of a Biological and Agro-Defense Facility (NBAF). The center will conduct research to help safeguard the U.S. food supply from disease and bio-terrorism.  The new facility will eventually replace the Plum Island Animal Disease Center, which was built in the 1950s and is now unable to meet today's high-tech research standards. 
USDA Lifts Rule.  U.S. meatpackers will be allowed to use most of a cow's small intestine for sausage casings and other uses under new USDA regulations.  Previously classified as a specified risk material because of its association with BSE, the ileum now can be used in food products providing the end section of the organ, known as the distal ileum, has been removed.  Along with brain tissue, the spinal cord and other SRMs, the distal ileum is believed to harbor prions, the abnormal proteins associated with BSE.  The USDA banned SRMs in January 2004, just weeks after the United States discovered its first case of BSE.  Prior to this amendment, USDA had directed meatpackers to discard the entire small intestine because was no scientific consensus on where the distal ileum began or ended. The amended regulation goes into effect Oct. 7.

NCDA NEWS        

Mountain State Fair.  The Mountain State Fair kicked off Sept. 9th and runs through Sept. 18th.  The event, which is marking its 12th year, includes a collection of musical events, celebrations of agricultural prowess and treats aimed at the younger set have very deep roots indeed.
Appointed.  Dr. George Chambless of Lexington has been named director of the Emergency Programs Division at the NCDA.  In addition, Dr. Martin Zaluski of Durham has been named the division’s first-ever assistant director. Both have assumed their duties.  Chambless replaces Dr. Barry Pittman, who recently accepted a position with the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service in Kansas. 
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