 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

November 19, 2007
Campaign NEWS
Ag Commissioner Challenger: Raleigh lawyer Ronnie Ansley said Wednesday that he hopes to challenge Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler, a Republican, next year. Ansley, 45, said he comes from an agriculture background in Northampton County and recently was elected president of the Future Farmers of America Alumni Association. He has bachelor's and master's degrees in agriculture education from N.C. State University and Clemson University, respectively. Ansley's name might be familiar. He lost to Beverly Perdue in the 2000 lieutenant governor's race, to Brad Miller in a 2002 U.S. House race, and lost again in the 2004 N.C. Supreme Court race. 

10th U.S. House District: A retired Air Force officer says it's "very likely" he'll challenge U.S. Rep. Patrick McHenry, R-N.C., next year. Republican Lance Sigmon, 48, recently formed an exploratory committee to analyze the race. On the Democratic side, at least two Hickory residents plan to seek the party’s nomination. Daniel Johnson, 31, kicked off his campaign last week. Johnson is a Hickory native who recently moved back to the area from Raleigh, where he served as an assistant district attorney. Steve Ivester, a retired Hickory businessman, also will run. Ivester ran for Hickory City Council in 2005. 

Supreme Court Bid: Suzanne Reynolds, a Wake Forest University law professor, has announced plans to challenge state Supreme Court Justice Bob Edmunds in next year's election. Reynolds, a Democrat, is making her first run for political office. She has been a law professor for the past 26 years and is regarded as an authority on family law. Reynolds helped draft the legislation modernizing the laws regarding alimony and adoption. 

Myrick Challenger: Harry Taylor, a Charlotte businessman and Democrat, kicked off a campaign for Congress in North Carolina’s 9th District on Tuesday. He is the second Democrat to announce a challenge to Republican U.S. Rep. Sue Myrick. Charlotte businessman Ross Overby also is running. 
Washington NEWS

Crop Insurance:  Congressman McHenry (R-NC-10) has sent a letter to Acting Secretary of the Department of Agriculture Chuck Conner urging him to improve the quality of crop insurance available to farmers from the Department of Agriculture. Under current guidelines, the Department of Agriculture offers insurance benefits to farmers whose crops are totally dead.  However, many Western North Carolina farmers haven’t reached that threshold of destruction because of the unique nature of their crops. Perennial crops like Christmas Trees and ornamentals, which are common in the Tenth District, don’t necessarily have to be totally devastated for their growers to experience substantial financial hardship in the wake of natural disasters like floods and droughts. “While losses of this nature are not currently covered, they are just as financially devastating as the total crop losses felt by annual crop produces.  To remedy this shortcoming, Congressman McHenry has now requested the Department of Agriculture to provide value loss adjusted coverage for affected growers, which better accommodates the unique circumstances facing many Western North Carolina farmers.
Farm Bill Slows:  The Senate version of the 2007 farm bill returned to the Senate floor Tuesday after a week of procedural delays that threaten to extend the Senate's work on the bill into next year.   By Wednesday morning, Democrats and Republicans were still trying to agree on a list of amendments to be considered.   Congress leaves town this Thursday for a two-week Thanksgiving break. It doesn't reconvene until early December, and breaks again around Dec. 21 and won't return until late January.   The Senate delay is prompting Washington insiders to predict it could be well into spring before the bill comes out of conference committee for final votes.   "The last farm bill took three months once it got to conference committee," noted National Pork Producers Council Spokesman Dave Warner, who said he expects a long reconciliation process, given the differences between the House and Senate versions of the bill.  The Senate bill includes, among several other things, a livestock title that the House version does not.   And then there is the administration's looming veto threat. As Acting Secretary of Agriculture Chuck Conner told reporters last week, "We have a long way to go here."
NCDA News

Research Stations Study:  The General Assembly’s Program Evaluation Division announced that the “research stations study” will begin in about a week. Specific procedures are not known yet but Steve Troxler, NC Commissioner of Agriculture, said he expects to receive instructions and a formal request for data very early in the process.  “I think the Department has clearly demonstrated our commitment to agricultural research, our mandate, and our mission. We look forward to working with the Program Evaluation Division, University administrators, research faculty, agricultural leaders, commodity associations and farmers to keep North Carolina agriculture strong for the future,” Troxler says.
Business NEWS        
Pesticide Law Reforms: A lawyer with the NC Justice Center is advocating for reforms to the current pesticide laws in wake of the recent AgMart decision.  A state Administrative Law Judge recently recommended throwing out most of the fines levied against AgMart Produce, Inc. by the North Carolina Department of Agriculture. According to the center, the judge reasoned that though AgMart broke the law, the company could not be held accountable because of loopholes that unfairly benefit certain violators. According to Carol Brooke, a migrant worker attorney with the NC Justice Center, when the General Assembly returns to Raleigh in May, lawmakers should pass comprehensive reform legislation like House Bill 1818, The Agricultural Family Protection Act. However, many in the Ag community have concerns about the current language in that particular bill, saying it would place undue and unnecessary burdens on farmers.  
Pilgrim's Pride Looking to Automate: Pilgrim's Pride Corp. worked on Tuesday to assuage investor concern whether it can offset the impact of rising costs and labor shortages at its plants with plans to increase automation and raise prices in its foodservice contracts. Echoing similar themes from chief chicken rival Tyson Foods Inc. a day earlier, Pittsburg, Texas-based Pilgrim's Pride said it grappled with a $189 million increase in feed ingredient costs in the fiscal 2007 year ended Sept. 29. If market conditions do not change, the company will face an even steeper $345 million increase in feed costs for its 2008 fiscal year, company executives predicted on a conference call with analysts after releasing its fourth quarter earnings.   Pilgrim's Pride is now installing automated equipment in selected plants to help mitigate increased competition for workers, said Chief Operating Officer J. Clinton Rivers. The technology eliminates need for some 250 jobs, while also reducing overtime and the reliance on outside processors. The company anticipates similar investments throughout the balance of fiscal 2008 that will "eliminate the needs for hundreds of positions, most of which are unfilled today."
Alternative Energy:  Fibrowatt, a company that generates electricity from chicken litter, has narrowed its site selection in northwest North Carolina to two counties - Surry and Wilkes. The company expects to announce next week the sites under consideration in each county for a $140 million electrical-power plant that burns chicken waste in a furnace.  Fibrowatt may build as many as three power plants in North Carolina. The other two plants would be built in other parts of the state. Potential sites for those are in Stanley, Montgomery, Moore, Duplin and Sampson counties.  Fibrowatt officials say they continue to look hard at Surry and Wilkes counties because they are at the center of the region's poultry industry. The new plant would require a half million tons of chicken waste to generate between 40 and 50 megawatts a year.  
Commodity NEWS        
Tobacco Watch: Tobacco farmers in North Carolina's mountains have been planting smaller yet better crops of burley tobacco since the tobacco quota buyout. "We had the best crop of tobacco we've ever grown," said Warren Anders of Madison County who has been in the burley business for 50 years. But Anders only planted 20 acres this year instead of the 75 to 100 he and his son have planted in the past. Part of the reason is the higher cost of fertilizer and fuel as well as stagnant prices. Migrant labor to gather the crop also is harder to find. The other side of the story is the tobacco quota buyout.  Half of the 4,000 burley farmers in western North Carolina, where burley tobacco was once considered an automatic cash crop, stopped growing it last year.

Madison County has been the top burley producing area in the state, but the number of farmers continues to drop.This year, the county had less than 1,000 acres of burley being grown by about 225 farmers. The county once had 1,000 burley growers and 5,000 acres of the leaf. 

Pork Exports Set Record:  U.S. pork and pork variety meat exports set a new record for the month of September, with an 8 percent increase in volume to 101,131 metric tons, and 10 percent growth in value to $251 million compared to last September.   Through the first nine months of this year, pork export volume was 905,392 metric tons valued at $2.2 billion, a 7 percent gain from the same period last year.  U.S. beef and beef variety meat exports through September increased 17 percent in volume to 562,781 metric tons and 29 percent in value to $1.9 billion compared to the same time last year. 

Poultry Groups Sign Workplace-Safety Agreement: Under terms of an agreement signed Thursday, companies in the chicken and turkey industries will work together with the U.S. Labor Department's Occupational Safety & Health Administration to implement a new alliance on worker safety, especially concerning machinery hazards, the National Chicken Council and National Turkey Federation jointly announced.  "The poultry industry already has an excellent record in worker safety, and we are pleased to work with OSHA … to further improve our performance," said NCC President George Watts. Officials said under the agreement the industries will develop training and education programs on equipment safety in English and other languages, develop and communicate information on the recognition and prevention of workplace hazard, and convene a dialogue on equipment safety issues to help forge innovative solutions in the workplace.  The agreement will remain in effect for two years.
Environmental NEWS

Clean Water Grants: Backers of a sewage project in Brunswick County had hoped the Clean Water Management Trust Fund would grant it $3 million. The project got about a third of that Monday despite objections that it had already received $4.7 million in funding and additional money would violate the spirit of a law limiting grant awards to $3 million. In a 9-6 vote, the directors of the fund approved $987,500 for the Southeast Brunswick Sanitary District to expand its wastewater treatment plant so it can handle waste from Southport. Supporters argued the project would help improve water quality and eventually lead to reopening shellfish grounds in the growing coastal county.
USDA News

Total U.S. Red Meat Production Forecast: USDA raised its forecast for total 2007 U.S. red meat production to 48.349 billion pounds, up from its October forecast of 48.094 billion pounds, in its November World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates report.  However, the agency lowered its 2008 red meat projection to 48.729 billion pounds from 48.867 billion pounds in October.  The forecast for 2007 beef production was raised to 26.240 billion pounds from 26.064 billion pounds in October. But the 2008 projection was lowered to 26.105 billion pounds from 26.180 billion pounds in October.  Meanwhile, 2007 pork production was raised to 21.774 billion pounds from 21.694 billion pounds in October. However, USDA lowered its 2008 projection to 22.285 billion pounds from 22.345 billion pounds in October. 
People in the NEWS

Deaths: Charlie Brady "C.B." Hauser, a former state legislator and a retired professor at Winston-Salem State University, died Sunday at Wake Forest University Baptist Medical Center. He died of complications from pneumonia, family members said. He was 90. 
Mark Your Calendar

The Environmental Review Commission will meet on Tuesday, Nov. 27 at 9:30 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
The N.C. Beach and Inlet Management Plan Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, Nov. 27 at 1 p.m., Ground Floor Hearing Room, Archdale Building, 512 N. Salisbury St., Raleigh. Contact: Michele Walker, 733-2293, ext. 229.

The N.C. Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund will offer a workshop on farmland preservation on Tuesday, Nov. 20 in Burlington ; Thursday, Nov. 29 in Weldon (register by Nov. 20); Friday, Nov. 30 in Elizabeth City (register by Nov. 20). Contact: Lindsay Ballance, 733-7125.
The Agricultural Advancement Consortium will be meeting on Friday November 30th 2007 10:00 am- noon at the North Carolina Rural Economic Development Center. Contact Billy Guillet to RSVP-919-250-4314.
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