 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

October 24, 2005


Washington NEWS      

WTO Talks Stall. The European Union’s offer to cut its farm tariffs came under fire from both rich and poor countries today as trade ministers renewed their efforts to find a solution that would enable global trade talks to move forward.  The World Trade Organization’s 148 members are trying to agree on an outline deal by the end of the year to boost the world’s economy by lowering trade barriers, but progress has been stalled over access to the EU’s farm market.  Negotiations ended Wednesday without progress, with the U.S. saying the EU had failed to match its offer to cut agricultural support.   

Senate to Work on Hurricane Aid.  The U.S. Senate will soon begin work on an aid package for farmers who lost crops to hurricanes this year and who are struggling to pay record high fuel costs.  U.S. Senate Agriculture Committee Chairman Saxby Chambliss, who is leading the Senate effort to cut farm subsidies as part of government-wide reductions, said farmers need additional help to deal with the effects of hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  
Committee Approves Farm Cuts, Keeps MILC.  The U.S. Senate Agriculture committee voted Wednesday to pare $3 billion from farm payments and conservation programs, but revived a disputed $1 billion dairy subsidy program.  Lawmakers from states with huge dairy operations tried to kill the Milk Income Loss Contract subsidy program, arguing that it hurts big producers by flooding the market with milk.  Senators from the Northeast and Midwest, where dairy herds are smaller, said the program keeps small family farms afloat.
Council NEWS        

State Fair.   Last Friday the N.C. Agribusiness Council opened their booth at the 2005 N.C. State Fair to enthusiastic crowds.  Fair attendees were encouraged to test their “AG IQ” at the booth by taking an educational quiz on N.C. Agriculture.  Approximately 4,500 fair goers stopped by and took the Agribusiness Quiz. The booth was open between 9 a.m. and 9:45 p.m. in the Kerr Scott Building near the entrance.  The Fair ran through Sunday, October 23rd.   
People in the NEWS 

Bayer Names Two Top Executives.  Bayer CropScience has appointed William Buckner as Country Head for the Crop Protection business of Bayer CropScience LP, effective Oct. 1, 2005. In this capacity, Buckner will assume full responsibility for the Crop Protection business in the United States.  Also, Geoff Kneen is named Head of Marketing and Portfolio Management for the company's U.S. crop protection business. Kneen assumes responsibility for the marketing strategy and portfolio management of the more than 80 Bayer CropScience crop protection products in the United States. 
Retiring.  The Turfgrass Council of North Carolina has announced that Executive Director Gene Maples will retire on February 28, 2006.   Since 1990, Maples has served North Carolina's turfgrass industry and helped lead it to national prominence by managing the organization's educational, research, government relations and public relations programs.  Meanwhile, the association headquarters office will move to Raleigh in coordination with the staffing change. The move also will conclude Executive Secretary Marsha Richardson's 16 years of service.  
Commodity NEWS        
Bi Judge Rules in Tobacco Case.  A N.C. judge has ordered that tobacco companies must pay farmers and quota holders $106 million, plus 8% interest, that was due for the fourth quarter of 2004.  The companies had sought further court proceedings and legal costs related to the payment, arguing that compensation due to farmers was overridden by last year’s passage of a $10 billion federal buyout of tobacco quotas.  The North Carolina Supreme Court ruled last month that the companies must make payments of $318 million for 2004 because during that time they had not started paying for the quota buyout.  The companies said the ruling wasn’t clear about whether they are required to make the final payment for the fourth quarter because it wasn’t due until 2005. 
Rising Inputs.  Total U.S. agricultural production expenses in 2005 are projected to be $218.7 billion, up $8.9 billion or 4 percent from this past year. Since a decline in 2002, expenses have increased by about $7 billion or more in each of the last three years.  Rising costs of energy-based inputs such as fuel and fertilizer and increasing interest expenses will account for more than 60 percent of the increase in costs this year. Much of the increase will come from rising prices paid for those inputs. Prices paid for fuel, for example, were up by more than 24 percent (from 2004) during the first half of 2005.

Tracking Bird Flu.  Avian flu appears to be tightening its grip on Europe, even as a new outbreak in China looks to be taking hold, with some 2,600 birds found dead of the H5N1 virus in the country's northern grasslands.  Meanwhile, tests confirmed the deadly H5N1 strain in a second location in Romania's eastern Danube Delta region. Preliminary tests also detected the H5N1 strain in samples taken from a region south of Moscow, where hundreds of birds died suddenly. If confirmed, the discovery in the Tula region, 125 miles south of Moscow, would mark the first instance of H5N1 has appeared in European Russia, west of the Ural Mountains.  In Brussels, meanwhile, a European Union official said there is suspicion of bird flu in Macedonia. (Editor’s Note: This year the Agribusiness Council successfully lobbied the N.C. General Assembly, with AgLeadership from  Senator Charlie Albertson and Senator Dan Clodfelter, for stricter penalties against cockfighting.  Cockfighting has been directly linked to outbreaks of avian influenza in the US, costing US taxpayers millions of dollars in the past few years.  The NC poultry industry contributes over $14 billion to the NC economy each year, and an outbreak in this state could be devasting to NC’s economy. )
Poultry Sales Falling in Europe.  As bird flu spreads, poultry consumption has begun to fall in parts of Europe, despite official assurances that cooked birds remain safe to eat. Chicken sales have fallen by a third in Italy, and prices have dropped by up to 40 percent over the past month or so, according to the Italian farmers' union. Although consumption dropped sharply in both Romania and Turkey after the two countries reported their first cases of HN51 last week, Turkish retailers claimed Tuesday that sales were picking up again.
Storage Tanks.  The Fertilizer Institute (TFI) announced that some companies managing polyphosphate and urea ammonium nitrate liquid fertilizers in mild steel storage tanks have noticed accelerated corrosion rate and pitting in some of these tanks.  Though the reasons for the accelerated corrosion rates and pitting are not known; TFI  encourages its members to take appropriate action to evaluate the integrity of their storage tanks used to store these liquid fertilizer products.  TFI also has developed recommended guidelines for Aboveground Storage Tanks of Liquid Fertilizers and provides members with a copy upon request.
R-CALF to Continue Case.  R-CALF plans to pursue its case against USDA’s rule that allowed U.S. imports of live Canadian cattle.  The group claims that the decision by the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals to back USDA and allow the imports was premature. Last week, the court issued an order denying R-CALF’s petition for a rehearing on its efforts to force USDA to withdraw its BSE Minimal-Risk Regions rule.  The rule re-established trade with Canada for live cattle under 30 months of age, and additional beef products.
Belated Hurricane Relief.  The $20 million relief package recently announced by Gov. Mike Easley is good news for nurserymen, turf growers and Christmas tree farmers in the mountains.  Easley and Agricultural Commissioner Steve Troxler put the package together using unspent money from the original $247.5 million relief package the Legislature approved in February. The package is a one-shot deal that helps growers who suffered from last fall's storms. Perennial crops, such as Christmas trees, landscape trees and shrubbery or sod, grow several years before they're ready for sale, and therefore have trouble getting crop insurance.
Foot-and-Mouth in Brazil.  Three more foot-and-mouth disease outbreaks have been confirmed in southwestern Brazil.  The three farms were discovered on the heels of the discovery last week of the first outbreak, which led to at least a partial ban on Brazilian beef in at least 32 countries.  Indonesia is the latest to ban Brazilian beef, instituting a total ban on meat, milk, feed and all related products.
Business NEWS

BASF Names Quarry.  BASF Agricultural Products has named Quarry Integrated Communications, based in Waterloo, Ontario, as their agency of record for marketing communications services in support of BASF's crop business in the United States.  Quarry Integrated Communications has an extensive history with BASF Agricultural Products and its predecessor companies dating back some 20-plus years.

NCDA NEWS

Drought Advisory.  The DMAC issued a drought advisory on October 13th.  The advisory requests drought response actions until further notice for all water users in the counties entirely or partially located in areas classified as either moderate drought (D1) or abnormally dry (D0) on the weekly U.S. Drought Monitor – N.C. Map.  For the latest information on drought conditions in North Carolina that includes the latest drought advisory, a real-time listing of water systems under water restrictions, water conservation tips, and the Governor’s News Release regarding the advisory, please visit the DMAC website at <http://www.ncdrought.org>.

USDA NEWS
FSA Tomorrow Set Aside.  In the face of strong congressional opposition, the USDA has set aside its plan to close 713 of the 2,351 Farm Service Agency county offices. Agriculture Undersecretary for Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services J.B. Penn said that opposition had developed to the "FSA Tomorrow" plan, which called for the consolidation of offices and the purchase of new technology on the assumption that farmers would use computers to file their applications for farm subsidies and disaster payments. Penn said he is prepared to set aside the “FSA Tomorrow” approach and timetable but still believes that continued dialogue and comprehensive review are still necessary.

Loopholes in Organic Definition.  Seven months after a federal advisory board sought to close loopholes to ensure that organic dairy cows are raised in pastures rather than in confined pens, the USDA has yet to embrace the board’s recommendations.  USDA officials said they are seeking to clarify fuzzy regulatory language, but some organic dairy farmers have accused the Department of dragging its feet.  The USDA has scheduled two hours for additional comments at the board’s November meeting, and hopes to hone the language for the pasture rule by next spring.

Hurricane Rita Damage.  The USDA says Hurricane Rita cost farmers at least $195 million in crop and livestock losses, pushing the total for that storm and Hurricane Katrina past $1 billion.  However, officials said damage from Midwestern drought hasn’t been as bad as forecast.  The Department issued a preliminary assessment of agricultural damage from Rita, which inundated the Gulf Coast with high winds and heavy rains after making landfall Sept. 24.  Analysts cautioned that damage information is changing daily, and the estimates don’t include long-term losses such as those from buildings, fences and machinery.  
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