 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

January 16, 2006


Legislative NEWS

Marina Lease. The state's top elected officials approved a new lease for the state-owned Southport Marina despite objections of the city government, some local residents and the community's representatives in the General Assembly. The Council of State voted 6-2 to approve the new agreement between the new owners, Southport Marina Inc., and the N.C. State Ports Authority. The new lease raises the base yearly payment to $160,000 from $100,000. It also gives the company the option to extend the lease to 2040. State Auditor Les Merritt and Commissioner of Labor Cherie Berry voted no. City officials wanted the approval delayed so that their $6 million purchase offer could be considered. Gov. Mike Easley, himself a Southport resident, said that the lease represented the best chance to get the dilapidated marina renovated. Woody Wilson, a leader of a community committee seeking city ownership of the marina, said that his group would continue to look at the possibility of a lawsuit. 
Moving On.  House Speaker Pro Tem Richard Morgan’s general counsel is leaving. Mary Shuping is moving back to western NC to work as an assistant district attorney covering Catawba, Burke and Caldwell counties.

Meetings. The House Select Committee on Eminent Domain Powers will meet on Wednesday, Jan 18 at 11:00 am in room 544 in the Legislative Office Building. The Agriculture and Forestry Awareness Study Commission will meet on Thursday, Jan 19 in Kannapolis at the Cannon Village Visitors Center at 9:00 am. The meeting will focus on the NC Research Campus and the Dole Foods Processing facilities (salad bagging plant) as well as the proposed fruit-freezing unit to be built in the eastern region of the State. 
Washington NEWS      

Food Allergy Label Law.  The new federal law, "Food Allergen Labeling and Consumer Protection Act," has gone into effect, requiring that food labels list whether a product contains any of eight major allergy-causing foods. The law requires the label to say if a product contains protein from milk, eggs, fish, crustacean shellfish, tree nuts, peanuts, wheat or soybean. An estimated 11 million Americans have food allergies.

EPA Sets Rules on Renewable Fuel Program for '06.  The initial regulations are out for implementing the boost in renewable fuels as a part of our nation's gasoline supply. New standards have been issued by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) relative to implementation of provisions in the Energy Policy Act of 2005. The agency is taking the steps in their Renewable Fuels Standard Program, which is designed to reduce vehicle emissions and strengthen U.S. energy security by doubling the use of fuels produced from American crops by 2012.

Trade Officials Agree to End Subsidies for Agricultural Exports.  Trade ministers representing most of the world's governments have reached a deal that sets a deadline for wiping out subsidies of agricultural exports by 2013, realizing a goal that United States negotiators have been pursuing for two decades.  The final declaration from the talks, which resolved several issues that have stood in the way of a global trade agreement, also requires industrialized countries to open their markets to goods from the world's poorest nations. The deal sets a deadline for wiping out subsidies of agricultural exports by 2013.

POPs Legislation Introduced. The chairman and ranking member of the Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition and Forestry have introduced legislation that would put the United States "at the table" where decisions on persistent organic pollutants or POPs are being made. The Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants or POPs, which went into effect in May 2004, bans or severely restricts 12 crop protection chemicals, nine of which are not available in the United States.
Moving On. US Rep. David Price’s communications director is leaving.  Bridget Lowell begins work next week as a media relations manager for The Nature Conservancy at its worldwide headquarters in Arlington, VA. 
Council News 

Farm Labor.  The N.C. Agribusiness Council participated in a Farm Labor Roundtable meeting hosted by the N.C. Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler.  More than 30 Ag Leaders from across the state discussed immigration issues, which are almost certainly going to be discussed in Congress this year.  N.C. Agribusiness relies heavily on foreign workers to harvest and process crops and commodities.  The purpose of the meeting was to ensure that NCDA has an accurate assessment of each commodity’s labor needs so that our collective concerns are adequately represented.  The N.C. Agribusiness Council continues to work closely with NCDA, commodity groups and grower associations on H2A reform as this important issue is discussed in Washington. 

Environmental NEWS

Senators Introduce New Endangered Species Act.  A lengthy and extensive bi-partisan working group effort led by Sens. Mike Crapo (R-ID) and Blanche Lincoln (D-AR) culminated last week with the introduction of a bill called the Collaboration for the Recovery of Endangered Species Act (CRESA).  CRESA focuses on additional participation by landowners and states to recover species. It also, for the first time, introduces incentives such as tax breaks and conservation banking provisions. Conservation banking is a concept that encourages voluntary conservation efforts and partnerships and has been used successfully in several states. The bill allows the federal government to prioritize its resources to get funding to the species most in need, while incorporating local input on recovery plans and species recovery teams.  The Environment and Public Works, Finance, and Agriculture committees all have jurisdictional interest in portions of the bill, and extensive involvement from all three committees is expected. 

OLF Testing.  The Navy says it will conduct more flights of F/A-18 Super Hornet jet fighters this week at a 30,000-acre site on the border between Washington and Beaufort counties where it wants to build an outlying landing field. Last month, the Navy conducted similar flights at the site and near a Hyde County wildlife refuge. A Navy pilot scrapped simulated approaches at the Hyde location after migratory birds came too close to the aircraft. The Navy said in a brief statement that it would fly over the site in Washington and Beaufort counties during the early afternoon hours of Tuesday and Wednesday. No announcement has been made about January flights in Hyde County. More flights are planned for February. 

Business NEWS
Bruce Foods.  Bruce Foods, which processes sweet potatoes and other foods in Wilson, will add 52 jobs in the next three years as part of a $4.1 million expansion.  State officials say the company also will increase its use of sweet potatoes, a $79 million crop in North Carolina.  The new jobs will push the total at the Wilson plant to about 125.  Bruce Foods will get a $63,000 grant from the state. 

People NEWS

Crowder Confirmed Agriculture Trade Ambassador.  The U.S. Senate confirmed Richard Crowder as U.S. Trade Representatives' Chief Agriculture Trade Negotiator. Previously, Crowder served as president and CEO of the American Seed Trade Association. He was Under Secretary of Agriculture for International Affairs and Commodity Programs from 1989-1992.
Commodity NEWS        
Chicken Industry Launches Testing Program.  The U.S. commercial chicken industry announced a testing program to ensure that chicken flocks and the food products made from them are free of potentially hazardous forms of avian influenza.  Under the program, participating companies will take samples from each flock while it is still on the farm. Tests will be conducted under procedures approved by the National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP), an existing federal/state cooperative program. Companies are required to keep records of flocks tested under the program and to have audits conducted by independent, third-party auditors at least once per year.

McDonald’s Comments on Feed Ban.  McDonald's Corp. and several researchers have charged that the U.S. Food and Drug Administration's proposed expansion of its 1997 animal feed ban would not fully protect cattle or people from bovine spongiform encephalopathy and its human equivalent, variant Creuztfeldt-Jakob Disease.  In a letter to FDA, the group argued that the new safeguards, which seek to remove additional specified risk materials from feed for non-bovine animals, fall "woefully short" of the mark, and would continue to allow cattle to eat potentially infected feed. McDonald's said the risk of exposure to the disease should be reduced to zero, or as close as possible.
Bird Flue.  Up to 77 people in Japan, most of them chicken farm workers, appear to have been infected with the H5N2 strain of bird flue, a milder form than the H5N1 strain which has killed dozens of people worldwide since 2003. 

Tobacco News. When the federal tobacco program ended, the price of flue-cured dropped from about $1.85 a pound to $1.55 or lower.  This decline reflects the eliminated expense of renting quotas and land under the old tobacco program and has made higher-quality US leaf more competitive on a global market, when the average price is $1 a pound. But it also lowers the profit margin, meaning a farmer needs to plant 200 acres of tobacco, not 20-50. This trend favors bigger farms in eastern NC counties like Nash, Duplin, Sampson and Wayne counties where land is cheaper, flatter and friendlier to farm machinery and less pressured by suburban development.  
Horse Slaughter Ban. The federal government is weighing a proposal that would allow meatpacking plants to continue slaughtering horses in spite of congressional restrictions set to take effect this spring.  Three slaughter houses have petitioned the USDA to let them should the cost of government inspectors that are required by law when any slaughters take place.  Last year, Congress passed legislation instructing USDA to stop paying for federal inspectors at horse slaughter plants, which could effectively shut them down.

Prices.  Record low prices for chicken meat have led to rapid fall in hog and pork prices as traders predict low poultry prices will hammer pork prices at retail.  Pork slaughter facilities are paying 19% less for pork than a year ago.  The price of whole chickens is at a near two-year low, and the price of boneless breasts is the lowest it has been in 13 years.  Hog futures for February delivery fell as far as allowed by the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, two cents per pound, or 3.1%
NCDA NEWS

State Fair Bid.  The NCDA has rejected a bid to operate the North Carolina State Fair midway for nearly half the amount received this year. The $3 per fairgoer bid was offered by Wade Shows, the same firm that operated the midway in 2005 for $5.91 per paying fairgoer. Agriculture department officials were surprised when Wade Shows was the only firm to submit a bid to run the midway on Tuesday morning. The agency had changed bidding procedures, going to a three-year rather than a one-year contract, in hopes of increasing competition and creating more stability for midway operators. Agency officials had expected as many as five bids. Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler said the $3 bid is unacceptable and that the agency will explore other options. Fair vendors are heavily involved in planning event schedules this time of year so the department will need to act relatively soon. NC isn’t the only state having low turnout on its request for bids from carnival companies – Florida  ended up in essence acting as their own general contractor for midway games and rides at its fair becoming what’s know in the trade as an “independent midway.”
Mark your Calendar
Soybean Rust Meetings.  Five nationwide Soybean Rust meetings will be held by the American Soybean Association. One of the meetings will be in North Carolina on January 26th at the Sheraton Imperial in Raleigh.  There is a $50 registration fee for non-ASA members. The meeting begins at 9 a.m. and ends at approximately 2:30. The meeting is geared toward soybean producers. 
Other Meetings. The Marine Fisheries Commission Sea Mullet Fishery Management Plan Advisory Committee meets on Wednesday, Jan 18 at 6:00 pm at the Craven County Community College in New Bern in the Administrative Building in room B202. And on Thursday, Jan 19 at 6:00 pm the Marine Fisheries Commission will meet at the Old Currituck County Courthouse in Currituck. 
AgRally.  The North Carolina Agribusiness Council would like to invite you to attend the AgRally Banquet February 3rd, 2006 (Friday) 6:00 - 8:00 p.m. Wilson County Agriculture Center 1806 SW Goldsboro Street, Wilson. Agribusiness leaders in Caswell, Durham, Edgecombe, Franklin, Granville, Halifax, Johnston, Nash, Orange, Person, Vance, Wake, Warren and Wilson counties will come together with elected officials to celebrate NC's #1 industry and discuss some of the issues in Agribusiness that exist in North Central North Carolina.  Tickets are $50 per person and include admission and dinner. RSVP today. This is the first of 7 AgRally Banquets that will be held across the state in the coming months.  Look for future announcements about an AgRally Banquets in your area in the coming weeks! 
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