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NC Legislative NEWS

Session Starts: The General Assembly opened its 2007 session Wednesday with the House electing Orange County Democrat Joe Hackney as its new speaker.  On the other side of the Legislative Building, Dare County Democrat Marc Basnight was chosen for an unprecedented eighth term as president pro tem of the Senate. The Senate also elected Charlie Dannelly, D-Mecklenburg, to another term as deputy president pro tem, while in the House, Rep. William Wainwright, D-Craven, was chosen as speaker pro tem. 

Talking Taxes: Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue and several legislative allies have announced the introduction of a bill to enact an earned income tax credit to help working families.  Perdue is a likely Democratic candidate for governor in 2008. Her likely Democratic primary opponent for governor, State Treasurer Richard Moore, has also called for passage of an earned income tax credit. The credit is a way to reduce taxes for working people who are barely making it financially.  Calling for a different kind of tax relief was Salisbury lawyer Bill Graham, who is also expected to run for governor. Graham has called for cutting the gas tax and eliminating temporary sales and income tax increases the legislature adopted in 2001. 

7th House District: Rocky Mount Mayor Pro Tempore Angela Bryant has been selected to fill the seat of a legislator who is moving to the Senate. Bryant was nominated early Tuesday by Democratic leaders from the 7th House District, which includes portions of Halifax and Nash counties and was represented by Ed Jones before he was selected to replace Sen. Robert Holloman. Holloman died earlier this month. The nomination nearly completes a shake-up among legislative seats in several northeastern counties following the deaths of Holloman and Rep. Howard Hunter, D-Hertford. Local Democrats nominated Jones to replace Holloman and Annie Mobley of Ahoskie to replace Hunter. 

Campaign NEWS
Former Speaker Black: Former House Speaker Jim Black says he will not seek re-election to his Mecklenburg County seat in 2008. Black said Wednesday he won't return to the General Assembly after next year.
Parting Ways: U.S. Rep. Sue Myrick has severed her ties to state Sen. Robert Pittenger, a longtime supporter and fellow Charlotte Republican. In her letter to Pittenger, Myrick said she had heard from numerous sources that the two of them had cut a deal where Myrick would run for governor and endorse Pittenger for her congressional seat. Last May, she announced she would not run for governor in 2008, a notion she'd toyed with.  "I deeply regret that your sources have disseminated inaccurate information," Pittenger wrote back. 

Meek Re-Elected: State Democrats have again chosen Jerry Meek as their leader. Coming off a successful midterm election that saw gains for Democrats locally and nationally, Meek was unanimously re-elected during a meeting of the Democratic Executive Committee held Saturday at Elon University.  Other statewide party leaders elected Saturday included Dannie Montgomery of Anson County to first vice chairwoman of the party. Delmas Parker of Forsyth County was re-elected second vice chairwoman, and Courtney Crowder of Wake County was re-elected as third vice chairman. 
Environmental NEWS

Land and Water: The Land and Water Conservation Commission agreed Monday to recommend that North Carolina spend $1 billion over five years to protect natural, historic and cultural resources, though it stopped short of specifying where that money should come from. To pay for conservation efforts, the legislative panel called for an unspecified mix of debt funding, taxes and fees, such as a personal income surtax and a statewide building permit fee. It also advised that the Legislature create a committee to look collectively at competing requests for bond issues for schools, transportation, affordable housing, government buildings, and sewer and water projects. Land for Tomorrow, a coalition of local governments and conservation advocacy groups, has estimated that development in the state swallows up 277 acres of land each day. The panel itself did not suggest how the $1 billion should be split up, but its report included several recommendations by Land for Tomorrow. That group suggested increasing funding to natural and historic preservation programs by $200 million annually by adding funds to five existing programs and creating a sixth to support jobs and economic development related to conservation. Its recommendations will likely be introduced as draft legislation when the General Assembly reconvenes this week. 

Hottest Year on Record:  Last year was the warmest in the continental U.S. in 112 years -- capping a nine-year warming streak “unprecedented in the historical record.” According to the National Climate Data Center, the record-breaking warmth was the result of both unusual regional weather patterns and the long-term effects of the buildup of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.  
Business NEWS        
Hundreds Skip Work at Slaughterhouse:  Production stalled at the world's largest hog slaughterhouse Thursday after hundreds of employees failed to show up for work, a day after immigration officials arrested 21 workers inside the plant. About 5,000 employees process up to 32,000 hogs daily at the plant in Tar Heel, a small town about 85 miles southeast of Raleigh. Officials at Smithfield Foods Inc. said news of Wednesday's arrests spread quickly among the plant employees, and most members of a cleaning crew did not come to work overnight. That forced workers who arrived in the morning to clean the massive plant, halting the morning's production.  "Production was down considerably. We were so far behind because of getting started so late," Smithfield spokesman Dennis Pittman said.  The arrests and Thursday's slowdown again exposed the rift between the company and the United Food and Commercial Workers union, which has been trying for more than a decade to organize the plant.  Pittman blamed union organizers for Thursday's disruption, insisting they told the cleaning crew that 
immigration officials were waiting inside. He said the company spent most of Thursday trying to persuade Hispanic workers who stayed home to return to work, an effort that included placing advertisements on a Spanish-language radio station.

21st Century: Gov. Mike Easley announced the selection of six counties to participate in a statewide economic growth program designed to help offset the loss of manufacturing jobs. The 21st Century Communities program, led by the N.C. Department of Commerce, is structured to foster economic growth in communities hit hard by manufacturing losses, especially in the textile and apparel industries. Rockingham, Anson, Beaufort, Caldwell, Edgecombe, Graham and Harnett counties join 20 other counties that received the designation since the program started in September 2001. 
Commodity NEWS        
Tobacco to Minors: State officials said this week that the number of retail clerks selling tobacco to minors has dropped more than 60% in the past decade. In 2006, the Division of Alcohol Law Enforcement cited only 18 percent of the retail stores checked for underage tobacco sales. That's down from 49 percent in 1997 when ALE was designated the lead agency for tobacco enforcement.  Bryan Beatty, secretary of the N.C. Department of Crime Control and Pubic Safety, largely attributed the declining rates to efforts of the state's alcohol law enforcement branch and its partnership with the Department of Health and Human Services and the Health and Wellness Trust Fund, which finances an education and enforcement program to reduce youth tobacco access. 

Pork Producer Says it Plans to Give Pigs More Room:  The world’s largest pork processor said on Thursday that it would phase out confinement of pigs in individual gestation crates over the next decade, a move animal welfare advocates said would end one of the cruelest practices in the agriculture industry.  The processor, Smithfield Foods, which raises sows at 187 farms in eight states, said it would replace individual metal cages with pens where the sows would be housed in groups, allowing more mobility.  Smithfield had been studying the issue for more than two years and decided to phase out the stalls after customers like McDonald’s began asking questions about the confinement practices, said Dennis Treacy, the company’s vice president for environmental and corporate affairs.   “We didn’t do this in reaction to activists’ requests, and no customer said they would take away business if we didn’t do this,” Mr. Treacy said. “We are trying to be proactive and respond to what we think the customers want.” 

Web Site for Natural Beef Processors to Launch in February:  The Natural Cattle Connection listing service collects information from cattle producers and provides it to feedlot managers and natural beef programs via the Web. Cattle purchasers can browse through the information until they find cattle that meet their exact needs.  In addition to listing services, the Web site will offer resources to cattle producers, such as information on tools and cattle management practices. The resources and listing services are provided free for cattle producers and purchasers.  Ivy Natural Solutions, a division of VetLife, is sponsoring the site. It will launch during the National Cattlemen's Beef Association convention on Feb. 1.
People in the NEWS

Appointed: Gov. Mike Easley has appointed John Harper Cilley to the District Court bench in the 25th Judicial District, which includes Burke, Caldwell and Catawba counties. Gov. Mike Easley has also appointed Brenda Branch to the District Court bench in Halifax County, Prosecutorial District 6A. 
Fisheries Director: Louis Daniel, who has worked for the state Division of Marine Fisheries since 1995, has been named division director. Daniel, whose appointment is effective Feb. 1, replaces Preston Pate, who is retiring after nearly a decade in the post. Daniel had served as executive assistant to Pate for the last nine years, working extensively with the South Atlantic Fisheries Management Council. Environmental groups praised the appointment. Dan Whittle, an attorney with Environmental Defense, called Daniel an excellent scientist with a record of bringing interested parties to the negotiating table. 

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley has announced a number of appointments to District Court seats created by the General Assembly in 2006: William “Tripp” Helms III to the District Court bench in Union County, the 20B Prosecutorial District.  Meredith Shuford to the District Court bench in Cleveland and Lincoln counties, Prosecutorial District 27B.   Don W. "Skipper" Creed, Jr., to the District Court bench in Prosecutorial District 19B encompassing Montgomery, Moore and Randolph counties.  Walter Mills of New Bern to the District Court bench in Prosecutorial District 3B, encompassing Carteret, Craven and Pamlico Counties. Richard "Rick" Kent Walker to the District Court bench in Cherokee, Clay, Graham, Macon, Haywood, Jackson, and Swain counties, Prosecutorial District 30.  Richard Bruce Abernethy to the District Court bench in District 27A, Gaston County.   Beverly Scarlett to the District Court bench in Chatham and Orange counties, Prosecutorial District 15B.  Roy Marshall Bickett Jr. to the District Court bench in Rowan County in the 19C Judicial District.  Ron Chapman to the District Court bench in Mecklenburg County, the 26th Prosecutorial District. 
USDA News

Pork Production to Rise in 2007: USDA forecasts that 2007 U.S. commercial pork production will be 21.7 billion pounds, an increase of 3 percent compared to 2006.   The forecast is based on the farrowing intentions reported in the December Quarterly Hogs and Pigs report, and on the assumption that higher feed costs will restrain growth in dress weights to their approximate 2006 levels.  All other factors held constant, larger pork supplies might be expected to push hog prices significantly lower. However, several factors are likely to mitigate the effects of large pork supplies on hog prices this year, including lower expected first-half U.S. poultry production, which is likely to bolster domestic pork demand. Foreign demand for U.S. pork products is expected to remain strong as well.  Continued favorable exchange rates, as well as attractive U.S. pork prices, are expected to drive U.S. pork exports to almost 3.2 billion pounds, more than 5 percent above 2006. 
Mark Your Calendar

Agricultural Development Forum on Thursday, Feb. 1 at 10 a.m.:  Government officials, farmers, and others will discuss the 2007 farm bill at the Agricultural Development Forum. Agricultural Commissioner Steve Troxler hosts the event and U.S. Rep Bob Goodlatte, R-Va., speaks, Holshouser Building, State Fairgrounds, Raleigh. Contact: Brian Long, 733-4216, ext. 242.

The Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) Finfish Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, Jan. 30 at 1 p.m., Agricultural Extension Office, 300 Industrial Drive, New Bern. Contact: Lee Paramore, 252-473- 5734.

The Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) Inland Advisory Committee will meet on Wednesday, Jan. 31 at 6 p.m., Ground Floor Hearing Room, The Archdale Building, Raleigh. Contact: Randy Gregory, 800-682-2632.

The Department of Environment and Natural Resources will hold a public hearing on proposed rules on Monday, Feb. 5 at 2 p.m., 5th floor Commission Hearing Room, WRC Centennial Campus Building, 1751 Varsity Dr., Raleigh. Contact: David Cobb, 707-0050.
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