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October 3, 2005


Legislative NEWS
Ag Development & Preservation.  Gov. Mike Easley has signed into law a bill that establishes the Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund Advisory Committee, which will be housed in the NCDA.  This Committee will advise Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler on the prioritization of funds, the development of criteria for awarding funds, program planning, and other areas where money from the Trust Fund can be used to promote the growth and development of family farms in North Carolina.  North Carolina currently has 4,412 acres of protected land – considerably less than other states such as New Jersey, which has 119,136 acres of protected land.  The law also establishes Voluntary agricultural district (VAD) programs to allow farmers to form areas where commercial agriculture is encouraged and protected. 
Washington NEWS
Senate Passes Agriculture Appropriations.   The U.S. Senate passed the fiscal year 2006 agriculture appropriations bill. The bill provides $100.7 billion for USDA and the Food and Drug Administration. A number of issues important to the livestock industry were addressed during consideration of the bill: 

· Downer Animal – An amendment by Senator Daniel Akaka (D-HI) prohibits downer animals from being approved for human consumption. The amendment includes swine. This could have a negative economic impact on producers and industry. The House of Representatives defeated a similar amendment earlier this year. This issue will now be resolved in the House-Senate conference committee. 

· Country-of-Origin Labeling (COOL) – The bill maintains the current deadline of Sept. 30, 2006 for implementation of mandatory country-of-origin labeling. The House of Representatives delayed implementation until 2007. The House-Senate conference committee will decide this issue. 

· Japan – An amendment by Senator Ben Nelson (D-NE) was adopted that would prohibit the implementation of USDA's proposed rule to allow Japanese beef to be imported into the U.S. until Japan reopens its market for U.S. beef.

Modernizing FSA.  Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns is opening a dialogue with state and congressional leaders about how to modernize the Farm Service Agency (FSA) and ensure that it meets the needs of farmers and ranchers in the 21st Century.  The ultimate goal of the modernization proposal is to create a network of state-of the-art FSA offices by upgrading equipment, investing in technology and providing personnel with additional training. Minimal, if any, net reductions in personnel are anticipated.
Jones Act Waiver for Agriculture.  Twenty-one agriculture organizations sent a letter to President Bush requesting a temporary waiver of the Jones Act for agriculture shipments due to the affects of Hurricane Katrina. The letter states that U.S. agriculture needs additional transportation capacity to move U.S. grains and oilseeds to regions, such as the Southeastern U.S., traditionally served by domestic transportation modes that have been stretched beyond capacity.  The Jones Act requires goods being transported by water between U.S. points must travel on U.S.-flagged, U.S.-built, U.S.-crewed and U.S.-owned vessels. There are a small number of these ships that are available for agriculture which increases the cost of transportation. 

Grain Standards.  The U.S. House passed a bill to reauthorize the U.S. Grain Standards Act.  The bill reauthorizes the Federal Grain Inspection Service (FGIS) to implement several provisions of the Grain Standards Act, which was set to expire on September 30th, for 10 years.  The FGIS is responsible for establishing and maintaining official grades for the nation's crop production, promoting the uniform application of official grades, providing for the official weighing and grading at export locations, providing federal oversight of weighing and grading done by states and investigating complaints or discrepancies reported by importers.

Crawford Resigns Post.  Food and Drug Administration (FDA) Commissioner Lester Crawford has resigned. The move comes only two months after the Senate elevated the longtime agency deputy to the lead position. Crawford was the first veterinarian to lead the FDA. 

Environmental NEWS        
Endangered Species.  The U.S. House of Representatives soon may vote on a bill that could overhaul the 32-year-old federal Endangered Species Act and give more flexibility to private landowners in using their land. Under the bill, the government would be required to respond to landowners within 180 days as to whether their proposed uses would harm endangered species. Currently, there is no deadline for response, so some requests remain in bureaucratic limbo for years.  Also, the government would be required to compensate landowners at fair market value if the need to protect rare species blocks them from using their land.

N.C. Firms to Report Emissions.  N.C. industries will become the first in the Southeast required to report the amounts of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases they release.  The requirement, to begin within three years, would let the state measure emissions that are believed to be contributing to changes in the planet's climate. The plan from the N.C. Division of Air Quality is part of North Carolina's growing focus on climate change.  State legislators this summer formed a commission to look at potential climate problems and the economic costs of reducing emissions.

Council NEWS        

State Fair.  The N.C. Agribusiness Council will have a booth at the 2005 N.C. State Fair, which runs from October 14th through the 23rd.  The booth, which is open between 9 a.m. and 9:45 p.m., will be located in the Kerr Scott Building near the entrance.  Please stop by and say hello! 

Commodity NEWS        
Tobacco Settlement.  A lawsuit filed in Wake County Superior Court by tobacco farmers has sought class-action status on behalf of all current and former members of the Raleigh-based Flue-Cured Tobacco Cooperative Stabilization Corp. since it was created in 1946.  Plaintiff farmers said that with the end of the federal price-support system, the cooperative was no longer needed. They also sought payment of dividends to members from more than $240 million in stockholder equity the cooperative accumulated over the years.  A proposed settlement would create a fund of at least $50 million and allow the cooperative to continue, according to a prepared statement.

Judge Orders Phase II Money Released.  An N.C. judge said he plans to release $318 million that cigarette makers paid into a trust fund as part of a 1998 settlement.  The money, which will be dispersed to tobacco growers in 14 states, represents payments by cigarette makers for the first three quarters of 2004.  Cigarette makers continue to dispute whether they should make a final payment of $106 million that was due for the fourth quarter of 2004, arguing that they already have begun paying more than $417 million so far this year for the quota buyout. 
Japan Not Ready to Lift Ban.  The Japanese panel considering whether to reopen the Japanese market to U.S. beef said further discussion is necessary before the panel completes its assessment of U.S. beef safety.  The chairman of the 12-member subcommittee presented a draft report at Monday’s meeting that suggested beef from young American beef cattle is at low risk from BSE, but some of the panel members refused to accept it.  After the three-hour meeting, the chairman said the committee has not yet reached a conclusion on the safety of U.S. beef.

Poultry Workers Survey.  A survey conducted by the Wake Forest University School of Medicine and Centro Latino of Caldwell County claims that Hispanic poultry workers in western North Carolina suffer injuries - many of which are unreported - because they don't understand worker's rights. However, the U.S. Bureau of Labor reports that only nine of every 100 North Carolina poultry workers reported suffering from a work-related injury.  Poultry processing is one of the largest and fastest-growing sectors of the meat products industry. Roughly 20,000 men and women in North Carolina work in poultry processing plants.
Biodiesel Start-Up.  A Sampson County company has received more than $165,000 in state money to start one of the first biodiesel production facilities in North Carolina.  Filter Specialties, Inc. in Aurtryville, is one of three businesses to receive State Energy Office money for biodiesel equipment and start-up capital. Charles Jackson, owner of Filter Specialties, said he will open the biodiesel refining facility in his oil and oil filter recycling business on Maxwell Road in western Sampson County by mid-2006.
Milk Prices.  Americans may pay less for their milk next year, due to record production in the United States this year.  However, high energy costs could take a bite out of those savings.  Nearly 70 percent of the cost of milk sold in grocery stores goes toward shipping, handling and packaging costs and just one-third to the milk itself.   Higher energy prices and packaging and transportation costs will probably offset the decline in raw milk costs.  

Business NEWS  
Possible Recession.  Economic forecasters and Wall Street analysts are quietly hedging their bets after months of rosy reports about a vibrant U.S. economic outlook. They're now mentioning the growing possibility of recession ahead because of soaring gasoline prices, nightmarish home-heating costs this winter, plunging consumer confidence, rising interest rates and falling new-home sales.  Similar energy-price spikes, rising interest rates and housing slowdowns played important roles in past recessions.     

Progress Energy Rate Increase Approved.  The N.C. Utilities Commission has approved an increase in the fuel component of rates for Progress Energy Carolinas customers in the state.  The NCUC approved an average increase of about 4.4 percent for residential customers, 5.6 percent for commercial customers and 7.4 percent for industrial customers. The approved increase takes effect Oct. 1 and reflects an agreement among Progress Energy Carolinas, an association of large energy users and the NCUC Public Staff.  Progress Energy Carolinas says it will not make a profit from the increase because the fuel rate is the actual cost of fuel the utility uses to produce electricity to meet customer electricity demand.
Biotechnology Center.  The N.C. Biotechnology Center is announcing the openings of their Southeastern Office in Wilmington and their Eastern Office in Greenville.  The N.C. Biotechnology Center’s mission is to provide long-term economic and societal benefits to North Carolina by supporting biotechnology research, business and education statewide.  
People in the NEWS

Appointed.  Gerald Warren was recently appointed to the “Agriculture – Small Business Advisory Council of the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond.” As a result of his appointment, Sampson County Friends of Agriculture will have the opportunity to host bank president Jeff Lacker on October 17th, as he tours Sampson County and experiences firsthand the county’s diversified agricultural industry. 
NCDA NEWS   
Relief Fund Established.  Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler announced the creation of the NCDA Hurricane Relief Fund for people who want to help Gulf Coast farmers recover from hurricanes Katrina and Rita. One hundred percent of the money received will go to help farmers and the agricultural community in Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas who have lost so much from the devastating effects of these hurricanes.  The fund is set up through the department and the N.C. Agricultural Foundation Inc. at N.C. State University. The money will be distributed by the Southern Association of State Departments of Agriculture. All contributions are tax-deductible. 
USDA NEWS
Farm Production Losses.  The USDA estimates agricultural production losses due to hurricane Katrina at $900 million. Also, USDA estimates production losses due to the drought in the eastern Corn Belt at $1.3 billion. According to the report, Midwest corn and soybean producers have experienced reduced prices due to the "shipping interruption" in New Orleans ports.

Farm Income Expected to Slip.  The USDA says that U.S. farm income will decrease in the face of higher fuel costs, weakening market prices and crop-reducing bad weather.  The farm economy will remain strong into 2006, but farm income is unlikely to stay at the record-setting levels of 2004 and 2005.  Farm leaders say the mood in rural American is darkening as challenges mount.  Besides setting off a startling surge in fuel prices, Hurricane Katrina disrupted shipping on the Mississippi river, the conduit for a large portion of U.S. farm exports.
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