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Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

October 29, 2007
Drought NEWS

Testimony:  North Carolina's drought is the worst on record, difficult for communities but devastating for farms to a degree that won't be fully realized for years, Gov. Mike Easley told a congressional committee Thursday. Easley pressed for funds for agricultural disasters, including the drought gripped the Southeast. Easley appeared before the House Agriculture Committee at the behest of U.S. Rep. Bob Etheridge, D-N.C., who last month was joined by 53 other members of Congress in sending a letter to President Bush that sought direct disaster assistance payments for drought stricken farmers. While the federal government has declared a disaster in 85 of North Carolina's 100 counties, making farmers eligible for low-interest loans, Easley, Etheridge and others said Thursday that non-repayable grants are the best answer. But Easley said he hasn't bothered asking for a federal emergency declaration, which would trigger grants, "simply because I know there's no money available" as Congress and President Bush settle into a protracted fight over appropriations. 

Restricted: The N.C. Utilities Commission has ordered the 184 private water and sewer companies and 393 water resellers it oversees to restrict water consumption by their customers to essential uses. The commission said the utility companies must "curtail water usage for any purposes that is not essential to public health and safety." Private utilities provide water to about 130,000 homes and businesses in North Carolina. Water resellers -- companies that buy water from public utilities and resell them to retail customers – serve 116,000 customers in the state. The order invoked Gov. Mike Easley's calls for residents to reduce water use by 50 percent. Before the statewide restrictions, only two private water networks had instituted mandatory water restrictions. 

Drought Conditions: Seventeen North Carolina water systems serving hundreds of thousands of residents are near a crisis-level shortage. Those systems have regular water supplies of less than 100 days given current conditions, including Raleigh, Durham and Monroe, according to a report presented to the State Water Infrastructure Commission. There were only six systems near a crisis about a week ago, said Woody Yonts, chairman of the Drought Management Advisory Council. Another 80 of the state's 604 local water systems are vulnerable or being closely monitored by state officials.  All 100 North Carolina counties are classified by the U.S. Drought Monitor as being in a drought, with 71 in "exceptional drought," the federal government's highest classification, as of last week. Commissioners, in making their annual recommendations to state officials, want them to consider expanding the use of treated wastewater for commercial use instead of pumping it downstream. They also said state officials should examine whether to help distressed regions by shifting water within a river basin. "There are 4 million more people coming into the state in the next 20 years," said Richard Rogers, executive director of the N.C. Clean Water Management Trust Fund and a panelist. "We're headed for a train wreck, and it's going to be an incredible impact on the economy, the quality of life and everything." 
Campaign NEWS
McHenry Challenger: Daniel Johnson, a former sailor and Wake County prosecutor for the past three years, says he will challenge GOP Rep. Patrick McHenry for his congressional seat next year. Johnson, a Democrat, moved back to his native Hickory earlier this month. Johnson joins Steve Ivester, a retired Hickory businessman and engineer, as a candidate for the Democratic nomination. 

Re-Election Bid: Sen. Ellie Kinnaird announced Tuesday that she will seek a seventh term at the legislature. The Orange County Democrat had been coy about whether she planned to run for re-election, saying she had until February to decide. But potential successors had been announcing their interest in the seat, including Orange County commissioners Moses Carey and Mike Nelson, and Carrboro Alderman John Herrera. Herrera said he will honor his promise and drop out of the race since Kinnaird has decided to run again. Carey said he plans to stay in the race. 

Court Bid: State Supreme Court Associate Justice Bob Edmunds has announced plans to seek a second eight-year term in 2008. Edmunds is a former U.S. attorney in Greensboro who was elected to the Supreme Court in 2000. In a news release announcing his re-election bid, Edmunds said all five living former chief justices of the Supreme Court have endorsed him. 

Immigration NEWS

Streamlined H-2A Process: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) announced a new customer service initiative to improve the H-2A (temporary/seasonal agricultural worker) petition process.  In order to strengthen border security and address immigration challenges USCIS will institute a series of changes to provide agricultural employers with an orderly and timely flow of legal workers while protecting laborers’ rights. Among the first of those changes is the establishment of a special USCIS unit dedicated to processing H-2A petitions at the USCIS California Service Center (CSC). The CSC has established special mailing addresses for all H-2A filings. Effective today, H-2A petitioners are encouraged to use the following addresses for all H-2A petitions. For Direct Mail: U. S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, California Service Center, ATTN: H-2A Processing Unit, P.O. BOX 10140, Laguna Niguel, CA 92607-1040.  For non-United States Postal Service (USPS) deliveries (e.g. private couriers): U. S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, California Service Center, ATTN: H-2A Processing Unit, 24000 Avila Road, Room 2312,Laguna Niguel, CA 92677.  Each H-2A petitioner is encouraged to mark the outside of his or her envelope with “H-2A” and to attach to the top of the petition package a separate sheet saying “H-2A.” This will ensure quick identification of the H-2A case throughout the petition’s processing at CSC. If an H-2A petition is received at a different Service Center that Service Center will expeditiously forward the petition to the CSC for processing. H-2A petitioners are reminded that they may include a stamped, self-addressed envelope with their petition in order to receive notice of USCIS’s decision sooner. 
Washington NEWS

Committee Approves Farm Bill:  The Senate Agriculture Committee Thursday approved its version of the 2007 farm bill, sending the legislation to the full Senate, where debate is expected on a number of issues.  Acting Secretary of Agriculture Chuck Conner told reporters both the House and Senate versions of the bill need work. Asked if the administration would threaten a veto, Conner replied, "This needs to be a better bill; it needs to have more reform in it. And I'll just leave it at that for now."  USDA's Undersecretary for Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services Mark Keenum told reporters he expects the controversial amendment that would ban packers in most cases from owning livestock for more than 14 days before slaughter to be hotly debated.   Both the National Cattlemen's Beef Association and the National Pork Producers Council oppose the packer ownership ban. The bill also includes a provision that would allow some previously state-inspected, smaller meat processors to ship their products across state lines.  The provision got a lukewarm to cool reception from some meat industry groups. 
Environmental NEWS

Winter Precipitation:  According to forecasters, there is a 33 to 40% chance the upcoming winter will be drier than normal and a 40% chance it will be warmer than normal.  
Business NEWS        
Settlement Grants: The N.C. Tobacco Trust Fund Commission has awarded $3.2 million for projects to help rural and agricultural economies in North Carolina. The fund approved the grants for 25 projects that focus on diversifying farm activities, training and preserving natural resources and farm land. The organization says two grants were for the maximum $300,000 each. One grant goes to the town of Fair Bluff to expand a river walk to help replace lost tobacco income with tourism. The other goes to the Rural Advancement Foundation in Pittsboro to help farms develop diverse crops. Among smaller grants was $26,000 to help with the harvest and preparation of purple sweet potatoes grown in Stokes County. 

Environmental Awards:  At the AMI International Meat, Poultry & Seafood Convention and Exposition on Oct. 24, 2007, several NC companies were given Environmental Achievement and Recognition Awards. For Environmental Training Programs, Smithfield in Wilson, NC took 2nd place.  The following (Tier 4) facilities received Environmental Recognition Awards: Smithfield - Benson, Clayton Distribution, Clinton, Elon, Kinston I Facility, Tar Heel, Tar Heel Transportation, Wilson, and Stefano Foods, Inc.-Charlotte. The following (Tier 1) facilities received Environmental Recognition Awards: Smithfield Packing Company, Inc. - Kinston II Facility and Tyson Foods, Inc. - Monroe.
Commodity NEWS        
Lagoon Grants: Attorney General Roy Cooper has announced nearly $2 million in corporate grants for hog lagoons. The grants from Smithfield Foods were negotiated in 2000 in a 25-year commitment of $50 million to help clean up hog farm waste lagoons. Cooper's office selects recipients and this year gave $500,000 to a foundation to close unused waste lagoons. The Foundation for Soil and Water Conservation already has closed more than 100 inactive lagoons. The Nature Conservancy received $350,000 to preserve about 450 acres of wetlands in Onslow County. The state Wildlife Resources Commission is getting $308,000 to install field borders and buffers on swine farms to improve water quality. 

Food Lion Recalls Ground Beef:  Retailer Food Lion issued a recall for 230 pounds of fresh ground beef sold at its Cary, N.C., store. The Salsibury, N.C.-based supermarket chain recalled the fresh ground beef on suspicions that it may have been contaminated with metal. The company received one customer complaint, but no illnesses were reported. Food Lion officials stated that any varieties of fresh ground beef with a sell-by-date of Oct. 22 could be returned to any of the supermarket's locations for a full refund. 

Nominations Open for National Pork Checkoff Board:  The National Pork Checkoff Board is accepting nominations to fill five three-year terms for directors of the board.  Candidates also are being sought for two open seats on the board's Nominating Committee to serve two-year terms starting in 2008.  Any producer who has paid all Checkoff assessments due or is a representative of a producer or company that produces hogs is eligible to serve on the National Pork Checkoff Board.  The application deadline is Dec. 1. For application requests and questions, go to www.pork.org.

Cattle Prices Seen Strong Into 2008:  Tight cattle supplies and strong prices are likely to remain in place through the first quarter of 2008, even though more cattle are moving to feedlots. More cattle were placed on feed during September than industry insiders expected. That is the only piece of bearish news in this latest report. It is expected that fed-cattle prices will remain in the low- to mid-$90s per hundredweight through the rest of the year. USDA said on Friday that about 10.97 million cattle and calves were on feed in the country's largest feedlots (those with the capacity to feed more than 1,000 head) as of Oct. 1, down 4 percent from a year ago. Placements during September, at 2.43 million head, were up 9 percent from a year ago, exceeding analysts' expectations of a roughly 5 percent increase.  
People in the NEWS

Retiring: Valeria Lee, the first president of the Golden LEAF Foundation, said Tuesday that she plans to retire early next year.  Lee, who has served as Golden LEAF president since 2000, said she plans to retire in March 2008. 

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley named a number of appointments last week: Greg Plemmons, Greensboro, to the North Carolina State Ports Authority. Plemmons is vice president of global services for Old Dominion Freight Line in Thomasville. He has been reappointed. 
USDA News

USDA to Cease Back Verification of Cattle Age: USDA announced Thursday that, effective Jan. 1, 2008, cattle eligible for export verification programs can no longer be back verified for age, according to a report posted on Cattlenetwork. Cattle that have left the ranch of origin must be age verified by Jan. 1, or they will not be eligible for export verification programs that require age verification, such as Japan. Going forward, cattle must be age verified prior to leaving the ranch of origin to qualify for age verification premiums.
Mark Your Calendar

The Environmental Review Commission will meet on Wednesday, Oct. 31 at 9:30 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
The Energy Policy Council will meet on Monday, Oct. 29 at 1 p.m., Suite 450, Education Building, 301 N. Wilmington St., Raleigh. Contact: Sharon Stroud, 733-1892.
The N.C. Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund is offering workshops on farmland preservation on 10/31, 11/1, 11/2, 11/6, and 11/7 across the state.  Contact: Lindsay Balance with NCDA&CS at  733-7125. 
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