 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

January 30, 2006


Legislative NEWS

Appointment.  Timothy Spear of Creswell has been appointed by Governor Easley to fill the unexpired term of former Rep. Bill Culpepper, who resigned earlier this month to join the NC Utilities Commission.  Spears, a former Washington County Clerk of Superior Court, will be representing House District 2, which includes Dare, Chowan, Hyde and Washington counties.
Black Probe. The state board of elections announced that it will hold a formal inquiry next month to examine campaign contributions from donors tied to the video poker industry, including money that went to House Speaker Jim Black’s campaign fund.  State Elections Director Gary Bartlett said the three-day hearing follows the board’s own year-long investigation into the issue.  The hearing will begin Feb 8.  Speaker Black has said that he will fully cooperate with the board’s investigation
Washington NEWS   
Leadership Changes.  The House Republican leadership announced that the House Republican Conference will hold elections soon for House Majority Leader.  The race at this time is between House Majority Whip Roy Blunt (R-MO) and Congressman John Boehner (R-OH). The fallout from the Jack Abramoff scandal continues as both the House and the Senate consider major lobbying reforms. 
Carryover Bills for 2006. There are a number of bills that were introduced last year in Congress that have been carried over this year. With Congress back in town, the following is a summary of the various bills concerning livestock and meat industries.

· Arbitration in Livestock and Poultry Contracts – Senators Chuck Grassley (R-IA) and Russ Feingold (D-WI) have introduced S 2131 that limits the use of arbitration in contracts. The legislation would prevent the use of arbitration in livestock and poultry contracts unless both parties have given written consent to use arbitration after a dispute arises. 
· Country of Origin Labeling - The fiscal year 2006 agriculture appropriations bill delayed the implementation of mandatory country of origin labeling (COOL) until 2008.  Congressman Bob Goodlatte (R-VA), chairman of the House Agriculture Committee, and Marion Berry (D-AR) have introduced HR 2068 which would establish a voluntary COOL program.  Similar legislation (S 1333) has been introduced by Senators John Cronyn (R-TX) and Blanche Lincoln (D-AR).  The proponents of mandatory COOL have indicated they plan to have this issue considered again by Congress this year. 
· Livestock Contracts – Senator Mike Enzi(R-WY) introduced legislation that would prohibit or restrict the use of forward contracts for livestock. S.960 the “Captive Supply Reform Act” would amend the Packer and Stockyards Act to outlaw “forward contracts” and “formula price” as defined by legislation.  A forward contract would be defined as an “oral or written contract for the purchase of livestock  that provides for the delivery of the livestock to a packer at a date more than 7 days after the date on which the contract is entered into.” The legislation defines formula price as “any price term that establishes a base from which a purchase price is calculated on the basis of a price that will not be determined or reported until a date after the day the forward price is established.  Congressman Earl Pomeroy (D-ND) has introduced similar legislation in the House.
· Mandatory Pricing – Differences between the House and Senate caused mandatory livestock price reporting to expire on September 30, 2005.  The House passed legislation that renewed price reporting for five years and the Senate passed legislation that renewed it for one year.  Proponents will mount efforts this spring for Congress to renew mandatory price reporting.
· Packer Ban – Senator Grassley (R-IA) introduced S.818 which would make it unlawful for packers to own, feed, or control livestock for slaughter. There are four exceptions to this ban: 1) an agreement entered into within 7 days of slaughter; 2) a cooperative or entity owned by a cooperative; 3) a packer not required to participate in USDA’s mandatory price reporting system; and 4) a packer that has one livestock processing facility.  The Senate passed similar legislation during consideration of the 2002 farm bill.
Campaign NEWS      

Early Start. Congressman Patrick McHenry began running the first political ads for the 2006 election cycle.  Congressman McHenry is a freshman Republican from Cherryville. 
USDA News
AgHurricane Aid.  The USDA announced $2.8 billion in aid to assist victims of the 2005 hurricane season.  USDA will provide $1.2 billion in aid to agricultural producers; primarily in Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina and Texas.  USDA will provide disaster assistance payments to farmers, ranchers and others though eight separate programs.

Conservation Grants. The USDA announces $38 million in grants for certain types of conservation projects.  

Environmental NEWS

Gas Prices.  Barring another major disruption, gasoline and diesel prices are expected to hold steady in 2006.  With world demand for energy growing faster than crude oil is being produced, more money will need to budgeted for fuel and oil derived products.
Business NEWS
Happy Birthday. Eighty years ago, a group of Mount Olive business people established the Mt. Olive Pickle Company.  Officially incorporated on February 25, 1926, the fledgling company started with 21 shareholders, $15,875 in capital and an acre of land.  Today, Mt. Olive Pickle is the second best-selling brand of pickles in the country.  
Reactor Site. Progress Energy will consider building a nuclear reactor at its existing Shearon Harris Nuclear plant near Raleigh, saying it would be the most logical choice for expansion.  The utility, which serves 1.4 million customers in the Carolinas, chose the site from 13 potential locations in both states. Local government reaction from Wake County and the two towns that lie inside the Harris plant’s 10 mile evacuation zone – Holly Springs and Fuquay Varina – say they have no quarrel with the plan, noting the original plant was supposed to have four reactors, not just the one that operates there now. Chatham County leaders were similarly unperturbed.  
Down Payment.  The plan to make 600 acres of prime Brunswick County industrial land one of the largest shipping ports on the East Coast is moving forward.  The down payment has been made, and in two weeks, the NC State Ports Authority should own the property.  The authority signed a deal Jan 17 with drug maker Pfizer to buy the undeveloped land for $30 million.  Under the terms of the agreement, the authority paid Pfizer $3 million at signing.  The balance will be paid after an appraisal and a review of the property is completed and the governor and Council of State approve the purchase.  The undeveloped land is located on the Cape Fear River, 2 miles north of Southport and near Progress Energy’s Brunswick nuclear power plant and the Sunny Point Military Ocean Terminal, the largest military port in the nation.  Within a decade, Ports Authority leaders say the land will be covered with a busy international shipping terminal that will rival facilities at Norfolk, Savannah and Charleston.
BB&T. One of the nation’s largest financial institutions, BB&T, announced this week that it will not make any loans to developers who plan to build commercial projects on lands taken from private citizens by the government through the power of eminent domain.  In June, a divided US Supreme Court ruled that cities may raze people’s homes to make way for shopping malls or other private development.
Cook’s Ham.  Smithfield Foods announced that it signed a definitive agreement to acquire all of the assets of the Cook’s ham business from ConAgra Foods.  The sale is subject to antitrust clearance.  Smithfield expects to complete the transaction during its fiscal fourth quarter, which ends April 30.
Sliding Prices.  A lukewarm report on the pork sector this past week from a key Wall Street analyst sent share prices of Smithfield Foods and Premium Standard farms downward.  Prudential Securities’ John McMillin cited falling hog prices and “turmoil” in global meat markets as a cause and said that calendar 2006 has seen a surprising drop in protein process, including hogs and chickens due to a combination of events including Avian flue, increased weights and ongoing trade issues.
Jobless Rate. North Carolina’s unemployment rate dropped below 5 percent last month for the first time in five years as employment reached its highest mark ever with 4.1 million people holding jobs in NC. 
Biotech Acres Increase.  Acres planted in genetically modified crops worldwide increased by 11% last year to 222 million acres.  The top five countries are United States (123 million acres), Argentina (42 million acres), Brazil (23 million acres), Canada (14 million acres), and China (8 million acres). 
People NEWS

Appointment.  Linda Stephens was named to the NC Court of Appeals this past week by Governor Easley.  Stephens is currently a lawyer in Raleigh and is former deputy commissioner of the NC Industrial Commission.   

Finalist. Virginia’s Norfolk State University will interview three finalists for President  and could announce a decision as early as this week.  Among the candidates is Carolyn Meyers, the provost and vice chancellor for academic affairs at North Carolina A&T State University.
On the Move. Jerry Williams, who spent the last 36 years working for the NC Restaurant Association
Commodity NEWS  
Beef News.  The US cattle herd grew in 2005, ending a historic eight-year decline to the smallest supply in 30 years.  The rate of growth picked up in the second half of last year. 2005 cow slaughter fell almost 5.8% short of the 2004 figure and 20.7% below the 2003 total, thereby implying US farmers and ranchers are holding back large numbers of females for the breeding herd.  This could be evidence that the industry plans to increase cattle numbers during the years ahead.
AgEconomics.  Agricultural Economists are projecting that farmers and ranchers will see less income from major crops and livestock during 2006.  Revenue is projected to be lower for corn, soybeans, wheat and cotton. Also higher fertilizer and energy costs will negatively impact farmer income.  Projections are for lower yields and lower acres of corn in 2006 – with corn prices averaging at the “loan level” for 2006.
Catfish Prices Rise.  A drop in catfish inventory in 2005 cause a small, but much welcomed lift in the price for catfish farmers for the second consecutive year.  

New Invention. An Iowa man has received a $500,000 grant to mass-produce his invention that removes the odor from hog manure.  Loran Balvanz developed the “Tempest dryer”, a machine that removes water from the manure by spinning it at a high speed.  The water is vented through the top of the dryer and vaporizes in the outside air.  The process reduces the volume and weight of the manure making for supposedly easy collection of the remaining solids. 
NCDA NEWS

AgForum. Farmers and others with an interest in agribusiness are invited to the Agricultural Leadership Forum hosted by Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler.  Four panel discussions will bring industry leaders together to talk about pressing issues facing the industry. Agriculture leaders from public and private sectors will also comment on the state of agriculture.  The event will take place during the Southern Farm Show in the Holshouser Building from 10 am to 2pm.  The NC Agribusiness Council is co-hosting the luncheon at the event with the NC State Grange.
Mark your Calendar
North Central AgBanquet.  If you haven’t reserved your seat yet, you need to do so today for The North Carolina Agribusiness Council Ag Banquet February 3rd, 2006 (Friday) 6:00 - 8:00 p.m. Wilson County Agriculture Center 1806 SW Goldsboro Street, Wilson. AgLeaders from Caswell, Durham, Wake, Edgecombe, Franklin, Granville, Halifax, Johnston, Nash, Orange, Person, Vance, Warren, Wilson counties will be having dinner and conversation with elected officials about issues of importance to agriculture. Registration is $50 per person and includes admission and dinner. Look for future announcements about an AgBanquet in your area in the coming weeks! 

NC Pickle Festival. On April 28-29, Mount Olive (the town) and Mt. Olive (the pickle company) will celebrate the 20th annual pickle festival.  For more information check out their website at www.ncpicklefest.org. 
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