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Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

November 12, 2007
Drought NEWS

Water Conservation: Water use in North Carolina's 25 largest systems was down nearly 30 percent between August and the end of October, but that's not enough for Gov. Mike Easley. Two weeks ago, Easley asked residents to try to cut their water use by as much as 50 percent by Halloween as the state struggles with the worst drought in its recorded history. On Thursday, the weekly report from the U.S. Drought Monitor showed worsening conditions across the state as the effects of a late October rain abate. This week, 92 counties are suffering from the top three levels of drought: exceptional, extreme and severe. 

Water Fight: A coalition of local governments in the upper Catawba River basin says the current drought, which has depleted the river and its lakes, shows that a proposed water transfer would stretch the river's resources too far. The Protect the Catawba Coalition, comprised of 21 local governments, plans to send a letter to the cities of Concord and Kannapolis that notes the drought's effects on the river and asks them to withdraw their request to take 10 million gallons a day from the river. The letter will also be sent to Gov. Mike Easley and the N.C. Environmental Management Commission, which approved the two cities' request -- and a request to take a similar amount from the Yadkin River -- in January. 
Campaign NEWS
Kissell Campaign: Larry Kissell formally declared his intentions to again challenge U.S. Rep. Robin Hayes, kicking off his latest bid for the 8th District seat Monday by campaigning in the district. Kissell, a high school teacher and a Democrat, conceded defeat to the Republican incumbent in December, but only after two recounts established Hayes won by about 330 votes out of more than 120,000 cast. 

10th U.S. House District: Lance Sigmon, a retired military trial judge now in private law practice, says he's exploring a possible bid for the 10th Congressional District seat. The Republican from Conover said he plans to make a formal announcement soon. Sigmon, 48, returned to Conover in 2005 after a career with the Air Force. He was a military trial judge and a lieutenant colonel when he retired. He has since defended private clients in military criminal cases but said he plans to suspend the practice while running for Congress. On the Democratic side, Hickory residents Steve Ivester, 64, a retired businessman and engineer, and Daniel Johnson, a 31-year-old lawyer, have announced plans to run for the seat. 

Under Consideration: Sen. Robert Pittenger says he is considering running for lieutenant governor next year. Pittenger, R-Mecklenburg, says he will decide whether to enter the race soon. "We're just trying to figure out which platform would help us advance our reform efforts -- serving in the Senate or running for lieutenant governor.” 
Gubernatorial Bid: Dennis Nielsen, a former Republican who unsuccessfully ran against Sen. A.B. Swindell, is seeking the Democratic nomination for governor. Nielsen, a retired Air Force colonel from Nash County, changed his registration to unaffiliated and then switched to the Democrats in September. He formed a political committee and intends to run in next May's primary. 

Myrick Challenger:  Harry Taylor, a Charlotte businessman, plans to run for Congress against Republican U.S. Rep. Sue Myrick. Taylor’s formal announcement is scheduled for mid-November. But a message from him is posted on the Web site BlueNC. "I am not a politician, nor have I ever sought to become one," Taylor wrote. "But now, I am so seriously concerned about what is happening to our beloved America, I have decided to run for the U.S. Congress." 
Legislative NEWS

Transfer Tax: County officials across North Carolina were closely watching 16 counties Tuesday to see whether voters would embrace a tax on real estate transactions as a new revenue source. Voters in all 16 counties declined to approve a land transfer tax. Advocates for the tax contended it would help pay for costs tied to the state's rapid growth, allowing county officials to pay for schools, parks and roads while keeping property taxes in check. But lobbying groups for real estate agents and the homebuilding industry ran ad campaigns against the transfer tax, arguing it will sap home equity and make homes less affordable. The debate over the taxes shifted to the local level this summer after the legislature agreed to let counties levy up to a 0.4 percent tax on each property sale with voter approval. 
Immigration NEWS

Immigration Status: Wake County commissioners voted unanimously Monday to hire a dozen new officers to help check the immigration status of those coming into the county jail. The additions to Sheriff Donnie Harrison's staff will coordinate with federal officials to check inmates' immigration status and deport those who are found to be illegally in the country. 
Washington NEWS

Ag Secretary Recommends Farm Bill Veto: Acting Secretary of Agriculture Chuck Conner said he will recommend President Bush veto the farm bill being debated on the Senate floor in its current form. Conner said the Senate bill includes $37 billion in additional costs and relies on "budget tricks" and additional taxes to fund it. He cited the lack of government payment limits, increased crop loan rates and target prices, and a lack of reform in crop price support payments as particularly unacceptable.  The USDA will send Congress a detailed Statement of Administration Policy (SAP) outlining specific changes the administration will seek.   The administration opposes the creation of a special counsel on agricultural competition at USDA to enforce the Packers and Stockyards Act. It also opposes the proposed ban on packer livestock ownership, as well as contract restrictions of any kind.  Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA), Chairman of the Senate Agriculture Committee, quickly responded to Conner's statements.   "We have not yet received a Statement of Administration Policy, but I am concerned by this announcement today. I am hopeful we will be able to work through many of the Administration's concerns as the farm bill moves through the full Senate and into a conference with the House.”
House Passes Peru FTA: The U.S. House of Representatives Thursday voted 285 to 132 to approve a free-trade agreement with Peru.  Peru accounted for $209 million of agricultural sales in 2006. Once the free-trade deal is fully implemented, 90 percent of U.S. food and agricultural exports to Peru will enter duty-free, and eventually all U.S. exports will enter duty-free.  Despite overall House approval of the agreement, House Democrats voted 109 to 116 against the deal, which could signal challenges down the road for other free-trade agreements with South Korea, Panama and Colombia. The Peru free-trade agreement now moves to the Senate, where it is expected to gain approval.

White House Panel Presents Import Safety Plan:  A White House panel on Tuesday recommended a series of steps improve imported food and product safety in an effort to better protect American consumers.  The panel, led by Health and Human Services Secretary Michael Leavitt, outlined 14 broad recommendations and 50 action steps.  In conjunction with the plan, FDA has developed a three-part Food Protection Plan to use science and a risk-based approach to prevent, intervene and respond to ensure the safety of domestic and imported foods.  More information on these recommendations is available at www.importsafety.gov.
Business NEWS        
Tyson Laying off Almost 200 Managers:  Tyson Foods Inc. plans to lay off almost 200 managers as part of its new corporate streamlining initiative, said Tyson spokesman Gary Mickelson.  About half of the positions will be eliminated in northwest Arkansas, where Tyson employs about 22,000 people, Mickelson said. The other positions will be cut from facilities across North America.   The streamlining initiative, entitled FAST, which stands for focus, agility, simplify and trust, was publicly announced earlier this year. "The goal is to place greater emphasis on doing only value-added activities and encouraging faster decision-making," Mickelson said. 

Cargill Meat Solutions Announces Layoffs:  Citing challenging livestock markets, rising commodity costs and disruptions in key export markets, Cargill Meat Solutions on Friday announced it will lay off 48 employees at corporate offices in Wichita, Kan., and at production facilities nationwide.
Commodity NEWS        
Selling Off: Some North Carolina farmers say severe drought conditions are causing them to sell off their livestock because the price of feeding the animals is too high. Cattle-auction owner Carmon Kilby said that as many as 700 head of cattle have been sold on recent Mondays at the once-a-week sales, about double the number of head sold on more average days. The scenario has been playing out in North Carolina and across the Southeast. Market reports for Southeastern states show higher numbers of cattle going to market this fall. 

Hog Prices Fall Below Break-Even, Producers Expand Production:  As hog prices continue to decline below the break-even point, U.S. producers are expanding — not contracting — their herds, and are not expected to reduce production any time soon.  Hog futures prices on the Chicago Mercantile Exchange last week fell to three-year lows for some nearby contracts. Some producers were getting well below $40 per hundredweight for their hogs this week against production costs of over $50.  But as long as U.S. producers are covering their variable costs, such as feed and labor, they could continue to produce at below break-even (including building costs) for at least six months and maybe as long as two years.   U.S. hog slaughter in recent weeks has surpassed USDA forecasts and pushed processors to add Saturday shifts. Weekly hog kills have topped 2.3 million per week since the beginning of October against total capacity of about 2.5 million. Kills could remain above 2.2 million per week until at least mid-December and possibly through Christmas, which is traditionally a high slaughter period.  Meanwhile, feedgrain costs and exports remain wild cards in how long pork producers can maintain current production levels. While no surprises are expected, USDA forecasts pork exports this year will be down about 1 percent after several years of consecutive increases.  While all eyes have been on ethanol-charged corn prices, soybean meal could be the one to watch. Already facing tight soybean inventories and growing export demand, any threat to the South American soybean crop could push up hog feed costs, squeezing margins further. 
People in the NEWS

USPOULTRY Names New President:  The U.S. Poultry & Egg Association board of directors has selected John Starkey to become the association's new president, effective Dec. 1
USDA News

Corn, Soybean Crop Estimates Drop:  USDA forecast the 2007 U.S. corn crop at 13.2 billion bushels, down 1% from last month's forecast, and put the soybean crop at 2.59 billion bushels, down slightly from October forecast.   The agency also increased its corn price forecast to a range of $3.20 to $3.80 per bushel from last month's forecast range of $2.90 to $3.50 for the marketing year that began Sept. 1, 2007.  It raised its average soybean price forecast to a range of $8.50 to $9.50 per bushel from last month's forecast range of $7.85 to $8.85 for the marketing year.  Average soybean meal prices were forecast to range from $250 to $265 per short ton, up from a range of $220 to $235 per short ton forecast in October.   USDA left unchanged its forecast of corn use for ethanol at 3.2 billion bushels for the marketing year.

Funds for Genetic Research Available: USDA's Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service announced $5 million in funding during fiscal 2008 for a four-year research project to investigate methods of using whole genome enabled animal selection. The research will enable animal breeders to use genetic information to predict what an animal's physical makeup will be and what genes will be passed to the next generation. Whole genome enabled animal selection scans the animal's genome and the makeup of its DNA, then predicts its genetic merit as a potential future parent.  
NCDA News

More Than 10,000 Farms Join NCFarmID Program:  The N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services has reached a milestone in its NCFarmID program, with more than 10,000 premises now registered in the state.  North Carolina leads other states in the Southeast in farm registrations and is one of the top states in regards to education, outreach and registration of the commercial livestock industry. Nearly 28 percent of premises have voluntarily registered for the program. “The NCFarmID program promotes human health, animal health and food safety. It’s the right thing to do and is in everyone’s best interests,” said Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler.  NCFarmID is North Carolina’s part of the National Animal Identification System, a three-part program with the goal of tracing a disease outbreak back to the farm of origin within 48 hours. 
Mark Your Calendar

The North Carolina Pesticide Board will meet on Tuesday, Nov. 13 at 12:30 p.m., Gov. James G. Martin Building, State Fairground, Raleigh. Contact: NCPB, 733-3556.
The Energy Policy Council will meet on Tuesday, Nov. 13 at 1:00 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 will offer a workshop on farmland preservation on Monday, Nov. 19 in Concord; Tuesday, Nov. 20 in Burlington ; Thursday, Nov. 29 in Weldon; Friday, Nov. 30 in Elizabeth City. Contact: Lindsay Ballance, 733-7125.
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