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[image: image1.png]This week’s issue of the AgNews Update is sponsored by The NC Growers Association (NCGA), which is a non-profit cooperative that consists of approximately 750 North Carolina grower-members who grow a wide variety of diversified crops from flowers, turfgrass, and Christmas trees to tobacco, cucumbers and sweet potatoes.  NCGA provides its members a labor force via the H-2a program, which is the legal guestworker program, authorized by the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986. H-2a enables farmers to secure a legal and adequate labor force that is available and capable of assisting with the seasonal/temporary manual labor associated with some agricultural crops. In order to utilize the H-2a program, growers must first engage in independent positive recruitment of US workers through word of mouth with other growers and by placing ads in newspapers and on the radio, as well as soliciting the return of any former, qualified workers. North Carolina has employed the largest number of H-2a workers in the U.S. for the last 10 years, with over 7,000 workers in 2007. However, H-2a accounts for less than 5% of the seasonal/temporary workforce in NC due to excessive expenses associated with the program, which growers are unable to recoup. The H-2a program is also too litigious for many growers due the targeting of H-2a growers by legal and worker activists who are philosophically opposed to the H-2a program.  Opponents of the H-2a program disagree with the program because it provides no pathway to US citizenship; the H-2a visa does not allow H-2a guestworkers to work outside of agriculture, and H-2a growers must ensure that their guestworkers return back to their country of origin when the seasonal/temporary agricultural work on the time-limited H-2a visa is complete.
Legislative NEWS

New Tobacco Law: Starting Thursday, state employees can no longer light up inside state-owned or leased vehicles.  The smoking ban inside state-operated vehicles is the latest tobacco restriction within NC's government. 
New Swine Laws: New swine operations or farms that add hogs must meet more stringent rules to prevent waste spills and reduce pollution and odors. Lawmakers ordered the environment standards in a landmark 2007 law that phases out the lagoons that store hog waste that's later sprayed on fields. The law made permanent a decade-old ban on creating these open pits at the state's 2,200 swine facilities. Farmers seeking a permit to build new operations will need to show their waste disposal systems will dramatically reduce ammonia and pathogens entering the air. Waste storage containers must have alarms that automatically phone the farm owner or manager when waste rises dangerously close to the rim. 
Drought NEWS

Weekend Rain Fails to Ease Western NC's Drought:  Last weekend’s showers in southwestern North Carolina brought less than an inch of rain and did little to ease the drought that has gripped the mountain area.  The Asheville Citizen-Times reported Monday that annual rainfall measured at the Asheville Regional Airport was 35 1/2 inches as of Sunday. That's 11 inches below normal. Rainfall also was below normal in 2007.  The U.S. Drought Monitor of North Carolina said 23 counties in western North Carolina were in some stage of drought last week.  Central and most of eastern North Carolina aren't reporting drought conditions. 
Immigration NEWS

N&O Reports Immigration Raids May Have Aided Unionization:  Immigration raids of the world's largest pork slaughterhouse may have made it ripe for unionization.  The News & Observer reports that the approximately 5,000 workers who remained at Smithfield Foods' Tar Heel plant after immigration raids were mostly black, whom experts say are traditionally pro-union.  Federal immigration agents arrested illegal workers in the plant in January 2007 and again that August. The company also began firing workers whose Social Security numbers didn't match federal records.  But company and union officials said they doubt the racial makeup influenced the election's outcome. 
Washington NEWS
Program Aims to Aid U.S. Textile Mills:  The federal government will provide millions of dollars to U.S. textile mills in a multiyear effort to shore up the industry as overseas competition stiffens and recession tempers consumer demand for apparel products.  The program is expected to cost about $80 million in its first year and allow 60 to 70 mills that use cotton to invest in new equipment or upgrades to help them remain viable. The program, authorized in the 2008 federal farm bill, will expire in 2012. Which companies will get the aid – and how much – hasn't been decided yet. 
Commodity NEWS

Smaller Inventories, Reduced Exports Will Boost 2009 Hog Prices: The Agriculture Department's quarterly Hogs and Pigs Report, released Dec. 30, suggests a retraction to smaller inventories and constricted export demand will lead to higher hog prices in 2009.   An analysis by Iowa State economists John Lawrence and Shane Ellis shows that nearly all classifications are down, driven by nearly a brutal year of red ink. Total numbers are down 2.2 percent to 66.7 million head, while breeding swine inventory is down 2.4 percent. Market hogs are down 2.1 percent versus the same period last year. The report said the final quarter of the year recorded average monthly losses of $21 per head for farrow to finish operators, with December losses at $40 per head – the largest decline in a decade.  Lawrence and Ellis predict hog prices will be "slightly higher" in the coming year, but that producer profits will benefit from declining corn and other feed costs. Their break-even estimate is for $53 per hundredweight for live hogs on farrow to finish farms. The report also anticipates that declines in exports will drive more pork to domestic meat cases.

U.S., Mexico to Meet on New Meat Packaging Restrictions:  U.S. and Mexican officials will meet Jan. 5 to discuss a proposal by Mexico to ban shipments of U.S meat products in large containers called combos.  Under the proposal, which could go into effect Jan. 15, Mexico would only allow shipments of carcasses, half carcasses and pieces when packaged in boxes or pallets, according to a notice the U.S. Meat Export Federation sent to meat processors. Changing the packaging requirements would raise costs both for U.S. packers and Mexican processors.  "We haven't seen a lot of justification or explanation for why Mexico wants to make this change, and we are hoping meeting next week will help provide further information," says USMEF Communications Director Joe Schuele. 

Nov. Poultry Weights Down 11 Percent, but Oct. Revised Up:  Poultry certified wholesome during November 2008 totaled 3.22 billion pounds (ready-to-cook weight), down 11 percent from the amount certified in November 2007. The October 2008 revised certified total, at 3.92 billion pounds, was down 2 percent from October 2007 but represented an increase of 1.49 million pounds from last month's preliminary pounds certified.  The preliminary total live weight of poultry inspected during November 2008 was 4.29 billion pounds, down 11 percent from 4.83 billion pounds a year ago.   Young chickens inspected totaled 3.58 billion pounds, down 12 percent from November 2007. Mature chickens, at 61.6 million pounds, were down 5 percent from the previous year. Turkey inspections totaled 637 million pounds, down 4 percent from a year ago. Young chickens slaughtered during November 2008 averaged 5.61 pounds per bird, down 1 percent from November 2007. The average live weight of mature chickens was 5.82 pounds per bird, down 3 percent from a year ago. Turkeys slaughtered during November 2008 averaged 27.6 pounds per bird, down slightly from November 2007. 

People NEWS

Hayes to Return to Textile Business:  After a decade in Congress, Robin Hayes is coming back to North Carolina to refocus on his textile business and begin some philanthropic work.  Hayes, who is 63, lost last month to Democratic challenger Larry Kissell. Hayes, a Republican from Concord, owns Mount Pleasant Hosiery in his hometown. His mill is down to about a dozen employees. He plans to stay busy in a new arena: He has been named president of the Charles A. Cannon Charitable Trust. He also is a member and director with the Cannon Foundation.
Business NEWS

Tyson to Cut 45 Jobs at Va. Poultry Plant:  Tyson Foods will lay off 45 workers on Friday at the company's poultry plant in Harrisonburg, Va. The company is shifting the plant's production focus from whole chickens to cut-up chickens as it deals with high costs and an increasingly competitive marketplace, plant manager Danny Sutton is quoted as saying. The plant's remaining 375 workers will work at reduced hours in 2009.

NC Natural Gas Customers Paying Lower Rates:  Hundreds of thousands of North Carolina natural gas customers are paying lower rates.  The state's two largest gas utilities began offering gas at reduced rates Thursday. PSNC Energy has cut rates by 14 percent while Piedmont Natural Gas Co. has reduced rates by 6.6 percent.
Campaign NEWS
Democratic Chairmanship:  Dannie Montgomery, an Anson County Democratic activist, is running for chairwoman of the state Democratic Party. Montgomery is currently serving as first vice chair.  Meanwhile, Richard Sullivan of Raleigh, a successful fundraiser for Bill and Hillary Clinton, said he's giving some thought to running.  Sullivan currently works as director of marketing for Lovell, Mitchell and Bart, a law firm with offices in Seattle and New York. Statesville attorney David Parker is also reportedly interested. The party's executive committee will decide in late January who will replace Chairman Jerry Meek, who is stepping down. 

USDA NEWS 
USDA to Establish New Board:  USDA plans to establish a new USDA Office of Ecosystem Services and Markets and to create a federal government-wide Conservation and Land Management Environmental Services Board to assist the secretary of agriculture in the development of new technical guidelines and science-based methods to assess environmental service benefits which will in turn promote markets for ecosystem services including carbon trading to mitigate climate change.  “Our nation’s farms, ranches and forests provide goods and services that are vital to society — natural assets we call “ecosystem services,” said Agriculture Secretary Ed Schafer. 
Commodity Credit Corporation Lending Rates:  The USDA's Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) announced interest rates for January 2009. The CCC borrowing rate-based charge is 0.625 percent, down from 1.250 in December 2008. For 1996 and subsequent crop year commodity and marketing assistance loans, the interest rate for loans disbursed during January 2009 is 1.625, down from 2.250 in December 2008.  The interest rate for farm storage facility loans approved for January 2009 is 2.125 percent, down from 3.000 in December 2008. The maximum discount rate applicable for January 2009 for the Tobacco Transition Payment Program is 5 percent, down from 6 percent in December 2008. USDA Lists Meat Plants Mexico Has Re-Approved:  USDA issued a list of 20 meat plants delisted by Mexico a week ago that have been re-approved for export after submitting corrective action plans.  Smithfield Packing plant in Tarheel, N.C. is among the plants now eligible for export.

U.S. and Russia Sign New Import Quota; Chlorine Ban Postponed:  The U.S. and Russia have signed a new 2009 meat agreement, implementing the previously reported reduction in the U.S. poultry quota, rise in the pork quota and increases in import duties on poultry and pork shipped beyond quota levels. Russia has also postponed a ban on the use of chlorine to disinfect chicken until Jan. 1, 2010, from an earlier deadline of Jan. 1, 2009. The poultry industry expects poultry exports to Russia to continue at a level comparable to the estimated 760,000 metric tons in 2008. 
NCDA NEWS

GLOBALGAP Certifications for Farmers:  The Golden LEAF Foundation has extended its grant to the NCDA&CS to fund the GLOBAL Good Agricultural Practices certification process for eligible farmers. GLOBALGAP certification, formerly know as EUREGAP, is the standard used to determine if a supplier is qualified to sell to most major European grocery chains. The certification is also used as a base for other export certifications around the world.  The 2009 crop-year award is for produce crops. NCDA&CS will begin collecting applications immediately, with a Feb. 28 deadline. An information session on GLOBALGAP Certification will be held Jan. 15 at 1:30 p.m. at the Wilson Ag Center in Goldsboro.  Farmers interested in exporting should contact the NCDA&CS to initiate the pre-certification process. For more information, call Peter Thornton, NCDA&CS assistant director for international marketing, at (919) 733-7912.
Mark Your Calendar

PORK 101, a three-day, hands-on program designed to update participants on quality and consistency issues in the pork industry, will take place several times during 2009. March 10-12: Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa; April 21-23: University of Nebraska, Lincoln, Neb.; May 27-29: Texas A&M University, College Station, Texas; Oct. 20-22: Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, Okla.  For more information, visit www.PORK101.org.

Ag Awareness Week will be held March 16-19.  NCSU’s Alpha Zeta Agriculture Honor Fraternity is sponsoring the annual event and is seeking donations and participation from commodity groups, professional companies, and other agricultural groups, which will be able to display their information.  For more info, contact Amber Clontz at anclontz@ncsu.edu or Shane Sills at wssills@unity.ncsu.edu.
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