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October 2, 2006
Campaign NEWS

Expressing Interest: Hampton Dellinger, a long-time aide to Gov. Mike Easley, is exploring a bid for the Democratic nomination for lieutenant governor in 2008. Dellinger, a Raleigh lawyer, recently sent a letter to Democrats expressing his interest in the post. Dellinger had considered running for attorney general in two years, but incumbent AG Roy Cooper, a Democrat, decided to seek re-election. Dellinger served as the governor’s chief legal counsel.  Other Democrats looking at the lieutenant governor’s race include Sen. Walter Dalton, D-Rutherford, and Canton Mayor Pat Smathers. Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue plans to seek the Democratic nomination for governor in 2008. 

Washington NEWS

Blocked Bill: North Carolina's Republican U.S. House members have blocked plans to bring up a trade bill that would have extended preferential trading privileges to several African countries and Haiti, saying that the deal could have devastating effects on the state's textile industry.  House leaders had expected that the bill would pass easily. But North Carolina Republicans - and

11 other members representing textile states - sent a letter to House leaders telling them that the bill would be disastrous for the textile industry.  Several African countries are already granted preferential trade status, but that is set to expire on Oct. 1.  U.S. Rep. Howard Coble, R-N.C., said he was glad that the leadership listened.  "The big news in this story is that the leadership listened to us. The Republican Party is a free trade party, and I have no problem with free trade as long as it's seriously laced with fairness (and this wasn't)," Coble said. 

Fence Bill Headed to President:  Maneuvering toward a pre-election showdown on immigration, the Senate passed legislation to secure the borders. The bill is all that is left of a comprehensive immigration billed passed earlier this year by the Senate, which included provisions for a guest worker program and ways for an estimated 12 million illegal immigrants to work toward legal status and eventual citizenship. House Republicans opposed the Senate passed comprehensive immigration bill as being too lenient on immigrants in the country illegally. In December, the House passed legislation that concentrated on border security and enforcement of laws banning employment of undocumented workers; the Senate in May then passed its broader bill. Since then, there's been no progress in efforts to reconcile the two bills. 

Pushing Alternative Approaches for Farm Bill:  Proposals to address the problem of obesity, refocus USDA conservation programs and encourage renewable fuel production have emerged as themes in two bills that would serve as alternatives next year to extending the 2002 farm bill.  House Resources Chairman Richard Pombo and 49 co-sponsors introduced the EAT Healthy America bill Wednesday to provide more benefits for specialty growers by expanding the use of fruits and vegetables in school breakfast, lunch and snack programs, as well as providing more money for conservation and overseas promotion programs.  Two weeks ago, Rep. Ron Kind introduced the Healthy Farms, Food and Fuels Act, which would increase funding for farmland conservation programs and also expand programs for renewable fuels and programs to help farmers sell fruits and vegetables to school lunch programs and to needy elderly people. 

House Passes Bill Establishing Drought Information System: Legislation to create an early warning system for droughts passed in the House by voice vote Tuesday.  The bill would establish a National Integrated Drought Information System in the Commerce Department’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.  The measure, sponsored by Reps. Ralph M. Hall of Texas and Mark Udall of Colorado, would authorize a total of $81 million through fiscal 2012.  According to the bill, the goal is to provide “usable, reliable, and timely drought forecasts” and assessments of current droughts, including their severity and impact.

Environmental NEWS

Disaster Aid: Following a request by Gov. Mike Easley in the aftermath of Tropical Storm Ernesto, the U.S. Small Business Administration has declared a disaster in several eastern North

Carolina counties, making property owners and businesses that suffered damaged eligible for federal assistance. On Monday, Steven C. Preston, SBA administrator, issued the declaration for Jones, Carteret, Craven, Duplin, Lenoir, Onslow, Pender, Sampson and Wayne counties.   Low-interest federal disaster loans of up to $200,000 are available to property owners to repair or replace damaged or destroyed real estate. Businesses and private non-profit groups will be allowed to borrow up to $1.5 million to repair or replace damaged or destroyed real estate, equipment, inventory and other assets, according to the release. In addition, small businesses may be eligible for Economic Injury Disaster Loans to help meet working capital needs. 

Business NEWS        
Moore Talking: State Treasurer Richard Moore said last week that North Carolina should lighten the tax load for new businesses.  While Moore made it clear that individuals need to be taxed to help pay for colleges, schools, universities and roads, at the same time he wants to send a message: "Come to North Carolina and grow your business." Moore, who is strongly considering a run for governor in 2008, favors a one-time tax pass for those who start a company in the state. "It will cost us next to nothing, but it will grow us so many jobs." Moore cited the state general fund pie as an example of the need for change in the state's corporate tax code. Twenty five years ago, corporate income taxes represented 21 percent. In 2005, it represented 5.3 percent.. Moore believes that large, multi-state and multi-national companies have figured out legally "how to pay the state of North Carolina nothing."

Rate Hike: The state Utilities Commission approved a request by Progress Energy Inc. to increase its rates to help cover higher fuel costs. The Raleigh-based utility will spread the increase in rates over three years to reduce the impact on customers. The approved increase took effect Sunday. Average residential customers can expect to see an increase in their monthly bills of about 5.4 percent. Commercial customers can anticipate a hike of about 6.6 percent, and industrial customers are set to see an average rise of 8.3 percent. Progress Energy officials say the company will not profit from the increase. Progress Energy Carolinas has not requested a base rate increase since 1988. 

Hispanics Make $9B Impact:  The rapid growth of the Hispanic population in North Carolina has produced many questions on whether its impact is positive or negative.  At a luncheon last week, “Exploring the Economic Impact of North Carolina’s Hispanic Population,” Andrea Bazán-Manson, who is president of Triangle Community Foundation in Durham, said,  “Now we have a study that presents real data not in terms of numbers, but in dollars.”   This was the fifth of six conferences throughout the state to discuss the findings of the UNC Chapel Hill’s research on the economic impact of North Carolina’s Hispanic population. According to the research, the total economic impact increased from $928 million in 1990 to $9.2 billion in 2004.  The study also showed Hispanics filled one in three new jobs created in North Carolina between 1995 and 2005, with a significant concentration in the construction industry.

Development Grants: Gov. Mike Easley has announced that seven rural North Carolina communities will receive $1.75 million in community development block grants aimed at promoting entrepreneurship. Allocated by the North Carolina Department of Commerce but federally funded, the grants will be used to expand business incubators that support entrepreneurs starting new businesses, according to a written statement released by the governor's office. The grants, which range from $100,000 to $350,000 each, are going to Hyde, Jones, Pender and Watauga counties, along with the towns of Bryson City, Siler City and Star.

Pilgrim's Pride Launching Hostile Bid for Gold Kist:  Pittsburg, Texas-based Pilgrim's Pride Corp. is initiating a $1 billion hostile takeover offer for Atlanta-based Gold Kist Inc. The poultry processors failed to reach an acquisition agreement earlier this month.  Pilgrim's Pride is offering $20 per share for Gold Kist, the No. 3 poultry processor in addition to assuming $144 million in debt. Shares of Gold Kist closed at $20.98, up 5 cents on the Nasdaq.  As part of the initiative, Pilgrim's is offering cash to purchase all of Gold Kist's 10.25 percent senior notes due March 15, 2014.  Gold Kist recommended that its stockholders not accept the Pilgrim's offer. 

Tobacco Watch: In a blow to major tobacco companies, including two in North Carolina, a federal judge last Monday granted class action status to tens of millions of "light cigarette" smokers for a potential $200 billion lawsuit against cigarette makers. U.S. District Judge Jack Weinstein made the ruling on a 2004 lawsuit that alleges Winston-Salem-based R.J. Reynolds Tobacco, Greensboro-based Lorillard Tobacco Co. and other defendants duped smokers and responded to consumers' mounting health concerns with a campaign of deception designed to preserve revenue. The class is anyone who purchased cigarettes that were labeled "light" or "lights" after they were put on the market, beginning in the early 1970s. The judge set a trial date of Jan. 22, 2007.  Marlboro maker Philip Morris said the ruling "runs counter to the overwhelming weight of federal and state case law regarding class actions in smokers' litigation and must be reversed."

People in the NEWS

Retiring: Preston Pate, the state Division of Marine Fisheries director, has announced that he will retire early next year after almost a decade at the post. Pate, who will step down Feb. 1, oversaw that the state fisheries management reforms approved by the state Legislature in 1997 were carried out. 

USDA News

WTO Panel to Investigate U.S. Compliance on Cotton Subsidies: The World Trade Organization opened a formal investigation into whether the U.S. has complied with a ruling to scrap a series of illegal subsidies paid out to American cotton growers, trade officials said today.  Washington blocked Brazil’s request earlier this month for the WTO to investigate U.S. compliance with a 2005 decision that said billions of dollars in U.S. government handouts had unfairly distorted international cotton prices.  If the WTO finds that Brazil has failed to remove all subsidies previously ruled illegal, Brazil could ask for permission to set retaliatory sanctions against U.S. goods.  The U.S. Congress repealed the so-called Step 2 cotton program, putting an end to export subsidies and import substitution subsidies provided through aid to U.S. cotton millers buying domestic rather than foreign cotton.  But Brazil said that leaves in place other programs, ranging from counter-cyclical payments to marketing loans and other assistance that Brazil says are also covered by the WTO ruling.

Pennsylvania Duck Had Low-Path AI:  The U.S. Departments of Agriculture and the Interior announced confirmatory test results Friday showing that samples collected from wild mallard ducks were infected with a low-pathogenic version of the H5N1 strain of avian influenza. The USDA National Veterinary Services Laboratories in Ames, Iowa, conducted confirmatory tests. Testing showed the presence of the North American strain of H5N1 in one of 15 samples collected from the ducks in Crawford County, Penn.

APHIS Implementing Voluntary AI Control Program: A voluntary program for the control of the H5/H7 subtypes of low-pathogenic avian influenza in commercial poultry is being established by the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service under the auspices of the National Poultry Improvement Plan.  The new program also provides payment of indemnity for costs associated with eradication of the H5/H7 subtypes of low-pathogenic avian influenza in poultry, which can mutate into highly pathogenic avian influenza.  This interim rule was effective on Sept. 26, 2006. Comments received on or before Nov. 27, 2006, will be considered by the agency. 

Japan's New Farm Minister Won't Ease U.S Beef Regs: New Japanese Agriculture Minister Toshikatsu Matsuoka told reporters that, like his predecessor, he has no intention of relaxing Japan's 20-month import rule on U.S. beef — at least not for the foreseeable future.  Matsuoka, who succeeds Shoichi Nakagawa, says the U.S. beef industry first must convince Japan it is capable of meeting current export regulations before he considers easing them. Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns and the U.S. beef industry have been pressing Japan to accept product from animals 30 months and older, a proposal Japan has refused on fears of bovine spongiform encephalopathy.  The current rule is taking its toll on Tokyo-bound beef exports. In its first month after lifting its ban on U.S. beef, Japan imported just 105 tons of beef product, according to Japanese trade figures released Thursday. 
Eller Named:  Burton Eller has been named deputy under secretary of USDA's marketing and regulatory programs. Jeremy Stump, who was acting deputy under secretary before Eller's arrival, will now serve as senior adviser to the secretary of agriculture for international and homeland security affairs and biotechnology.  Eller previously served in USDA as director of the office of external affairs for the Farm Service Agency. Prior to that, he was chief executive of the Textile Rental Services Association of America, and before that he held positions at the National Cattlemen's Beef Association.
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