 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

January 3, 2006


Legislative NEWS

Aid for Farmers Hit by Hurricanes.  Mike Easley announced that the state has mailed $15.8 million in disaster-assistance grants to farmers who suffered crop losses in the hurricanes of 2004.  More than 1,300 checks were sent today for crop-disaster assistance under the Governor’s Operation Brighter Day hurricane recovery program. This payment is the first phase in the distribution of more than $26.3 million in crop aid that is being made available to farmers.  In addition to crop-loss assistance, the NCDA is continuing to issue checks to help farmers with the cost of removing debris from farmland, repairing fences and conservation structures, and restoring damaged farmland. To date, the department has distributed $975,000 of the $3.3 million allocated for this work, and will continue to issue grants as it processes additional data from the USDA’s Farm Service Agency.  The department also has distributed $1.3 million to help farmers repair or replace damaged farm structures and equipment as well as more than $645,000 to assist with commercial fishing and aquaculture losses.

Washington NEWS      

Conservation Funds Removed from Defense Spending Bill.  Farmers had more at stake in the latest attempt to authorize oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge than they may have realized – $1 billion in conservation program spending to be exact. The $900 million was removed from the defense appropriations bill conference report after Senate Democrats and a small group of Republicans deleted the ANWR provision from the report.

Environmental NEWS

N.C. ranks 5th in Tap-water Impurities.  North Carolina ranks fifth-highest in the nation for the number of contaminants in tap water, according to an environmental group report.  The Environmental Working Group used state data to compile its report and urged federal authorities to establish health-based standards for common water contaminants. N.C. water systems detected 107 contaminants between 1998 and 2003, the report said, behind only California, Wisconsin, Arizona and Florida. Thirty-nine of the 107 don't have maximum legal limits in tap water.  Charlotte-Mecklenburg Utilities found 15 contaminants, all of them regulated and within legal limits, the report said. A 2004 water-quality report said Utilities found 14 substances among more than 150 for which it tested.

People NEWS

NCPF Inducts Hall of Fame Recipients.  The N.C. Poultry Federation inducted three industry pioneers into their Hall of Fame at a special honorary luncheon.  Recipients included Hugh Gordon Maxwell, III, who was honored for his numerous contributions to the growth and development of North Carolina’s poultry food industry, Ed Woodhouse, who served as Executive Director of the N.C. Poultry Federation for 33 years, and Dr. Frank R. Craig, who was recognized posthumously for his work at designing and supervising the construction of the Dearstyne Avian Disease Research Center located in Raleigh. 
TCNC Staff Changes.  The Turfgrass Council of North Carolina’s Board of Directors has selected Charles Tomlinson as Executive Director and Michele Harrington as Executive Secretary. Both will officially take their posts beginning March 1, 2006.  Tomlinson is a past president of TCNC and has served as Treasurer since 1989.  Current Executive Director Gene Maples will retire from the Council on February 28, 2006.   
Commodity NEWS        
Cuba and U.S. Wheat Associates Signs Agreement.  Taking a historic step toward further normalization of grain trade between Cuba and the United States, Cuba's food buying agency has committed to purchase half a million tons of U.S. wheat in the next calendar year. Representatives from U.S. Wheat Associates, the industry's export market development organization, traveled to Cuba on to meet with leadership of Alimport, the Cuban government's official food importers. Recognizing the quality of U.S. wheat and related products, as well as the performance of American wheat growers and processors, Alimport agreed to purchase 500,000 metric tons of wheat from U.S. exporters in 2006. 
Tobacco Farmers Say No to Banks’ Lump-Sum Payments.  Tobacco farmers across the United States are saying no to banks offering quick cash in return for $9.5 billion owed to the growers as part of a government buyout.  The government promised the money to farmers in installments through 2014 as it ended tobacco price supports.  The banks are offering a lump sum up front averaging 82 cents on the dollar over the remaining nine years of the buyout.  One in 10 farmers has signed up with the banks, according to an estimate by a North Carolina State University agricultural economist – short of the 40 percent he expected in September when banks began soliciting farmers.

Only Modest Gains for “Pharm” Crops.  Farm states are eager to cash in on the potential of pharmaceutical crops, but a new report finds the benefits to farmers and rural communities may be smaller than expected.  The report concludes that market forces will drive farmer compensation down and that the acreage needed to grow crops for bioengineering companies is so small that only a few farms will reap the benefits.  The study's author says that those looking at pharma crops as a boon to rural America view increased farm income as a key benefit, but – in the end – economic principles dictate that only a small part of the pharma crops’ value would be expected to go to growers. Proponents of pharmaceutical crops questioned the report’s credibility because it was funded by the Union of Concerned Scientists, a group that opposes biopharming as environmentally unsound.

Mexico to Terminate Anti-Dumping Case.   The government of Mexico announced that it will terminate its anti-dumping case on unprocessed hams imported from the United States, a significant economic victory for U.S. pork producers.   According to Iowa State economist Dermot Hayes, for 2005 U.S. pork producers will derive 50 to 80 percent of their profits from exports to Mexico. Mexico ranks second, behind Japan, as an export market for U.S. pork and pork products.  In June 2004, Mexico took the extraordinary step of self-initiating the anti-dumping case in response to Mexican pork producers’ charges of unfair prices on U.S. hams. Such trade cases usually are initiated only after a detailed review of extensive evidence submitted by domestic producers.  The National Pork Producers Council fought legally and politically for the past year and a half to get the case terminated. 

NC Agritourism Networking Association Organizes.  Agritourism farmers and other supporters of agritourism and rural tourism are invited to join the NC Agritourism Networking Association (NCANA) for networking opportunities and educational workshops across the state. Dues are $25 for agritourism farmers and agritourism service providers (tourism professionals who support rural and agricultural tourism) and dues for county Cooperative Extension agents are $15. The ANA will offer agritourism farmers who join the ANA two free liability signs to be posted after Jan. 1, 2006. The text for the sign and legal requirements are found in the law passed by the General Assembly in 2005 - Limit Liability for Activities Arising from Agritourism Activities (see www.ncagr.com/agritourism, "Limit Liability for Agritourism Farms"). The signs are weather-resistant and of a semi-permanent material. Signs may be available to service providers and farmer non-members after initial orders are filled. The signs must be pre-ordered prior to printing. Any funds remaining after sign orders are filled will be used for planning and promoting a statewide agritourism conference this Fall. Contact Martha Glass, manager of the Agritourism Office, for membership application or questions at 733-7887, or email martha.glass@ncmail.net. 

Professor Develops Anthrax Vaccine from Tobacco Plants.  A University of Central Florida professor has developed an anthrax vaccine made from genetically engineered tobacco plants -- an acre of which could produce enough medicine for the entire country, he said.  Henry Daniell’s research, published in this month’s edition of the Infection and Immunity Journal, showed that mice injected with his vaccine and subjected to high levels of anthrax toxin were able to withstand infection.  Daniell said his method, applied to other vaccines and scarce medicines, can eliminate shortages, reduce costs by as much as 80 percent and curb incidents of contamination, which is a problem in the traditional production of vaccines.  Daniell chose tobacco to grow vaccines because it is a perennial and prolific producer, generating a million seeds per plant.

Meat Industry Questions New FDA Animal Feed Ban.  A Food and Drug Administration plan to tighten BSE safeguards by banning cattle brains and spinal cords in all animal feed is unnecessary and would create a “serious economic strain” for the industry, some U.S. meatpackers and feed makers told the agency.  The FDA's October proposal would ban the materials from being used to make feed for poultry, household pets and other farm animals.  Currently, cattle brains and spinal cords are prohibited only in cattle feed.  Industry, consumer groups and other members of the public submitted nearly 650 letters and e-mails to the FDA about its proposal.  The comment period ended in December, and the agency will spend several weeks or months reviewing the suggestions before finalizing its plan.

USDA NEWS 

Corn, Soy Stocks to Rise.  Sluggish exports will swell the size of U.S. corn and soybean surpluses, set to be the largest in two decades, and the U.S. cotton crop will be a record 23.7 million bales.  The USDA pared its forecast of U.S. corn exports by 100 million bushels, to 1.9 billion bushels this marketing year, and soybeans by 50 million bushels, to 1.02 billion bushels, citing increased competition.  It boosted forecasts for United States stockpiles of the crops by the same amount.  Record cotton yields in Georgia and Texas will propel the U.S. crop to 23.703 million bales, up two percent from last month’s estimate and two percent larger than the old mark set in 2004.

Mark your Calendar
Tobacco Production Meeting.  A Tobacco Production meeting will be held Thursday, January 5th at 10 a.m. at the New East Carolina Agriculture and Education Center in Rocky Mount.  Attendees will discuss the newest varieties, economical fertilization, lower leaf removal, MH-free sucker control, and new insecticides for tobacco production.  Please call 252-641-7815 if you plan to attend. 

Mandatory Nutrient Management Training.  N.C. legislation requires that by April 1, 2006 all individuals who apply fertilizer nutrients (manufactured products or animal waste) on lands of the Tar-Pamlico River Basin must attend Nutrient Management Training or have a Nutrient Management Plan for the lands on which they apply nutrients.  Any of the following training sessions will satisfy the mandatory requirement to attend Nutrient Management Training. Contact the Edgecombe County Extension Center for more information. 

· January 10th – The Farmers’ Market, Rocky Mount

· January 24th – East Carolina Agriculture & Education Center, Rocky Mount

· February 21st – The Farmers’ Market, Rocky Mount

· February 25th – East Carolina Agriculture & Education Center, Rocky Mount 

SC Bulk Blend Workshop. A bulk blend workshop will be held Wednesday, January 25th, 2006 at the South Carolina Farm Bureau building in Columbia, SC.  The workshop will begin at 9 am and will cover numerous topics including: Material Selection, Plant Operations, Formulations, Quality Assurance, Environmental Compliance and Fertilizer Issues in SC. The workshop is being hosted by The Fertilizer Institute, SC Fertilizer and Agrichemical Association and the Fertilizer & Seed Certification Services, Clemson University.  For more information contact:  Mike Watkins, SCFAA 864-650-5306 or Chris Ray, Clemson University 864-646-2145.

Johnston Co. Agribusiness Meeting.  Agribusinesses, farmers, landowners, and interested citizens are extended a special invitation to attend the January 5, 2006  Johnston County Agribusiness Breakfast at Parkside Cafe located on Highway 70-A in Pine Level. Chris Willis, USDA Wildlife Biologist, will speak on the Beaver Management Assistance Program and Nuisance Wildlife Assistance.  The meeting will begin at 7:30 a.m. with a Dutch Breakfast followed by the program. Please call the Johnston County Extension Center at 989-5380 or e-mail Extension Agent Eric Spaulding at eric_spaulding@ncsu.edu if you plan to attend.
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