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NC Legislative NEWS

Race for Speaker: The list is ever-growing of Democrats who are considering running for Speaker of the House in the 07-08 term.  Jim Black of Matthews has served 4 terms as speaker and all indications are that he plans to seek a record fifth term. Drew Saunders of Cornelius is serving his 5th term as a House member, is a former mayor, retired corporate execute, and has close ties to the business community and Charlotte bankers and utility companies. Dan Blue of Raleigh served 2 terms as Speaker of the House from 1990 to 1994 and is considered by some as a leading contender because of his statewide name recognition and his proven leadership skills. Hugh Holliman of Lexington is a quiet but effective leader, respected among his colleagues and known as a centrist. Joe Hackney of Chapel Hill has broad base support with the liberal Democratic House members but there are high concerns that he is too liberal and would upset the state’s business community to the extent that they would funnel money to GOP candidates. Pryor Gibson of Wadesboro is known as the best wheeler-dealer in the House and could easily be the king-maker rather than the king. Bill Faison of Efland is known as a deal maker and has a growing appeal for his middle-of-the-road, populist politics. Faison has close ties to the state’s trial attorneys and is known for his oh’ shucks politics that is engaging and appealing to voters. Jim Crawford of Oxford is considered a lethal challenge for many Democrats because they are concerned that Crawford will be able to cross party-lines to construct a bi-partisan coalition with Republicans. Some other names being circulated for the Speaker’s race include: Becky Carney, Greer Martin, Lucy Allen, Marian McLawhorn, Joe Tolson and Nelson Cole.
GOP Chairman: The N.C. Republican Party is trying to pick a new chairman, but so far the state’s two U.S. senators have held off endorsing anyone. Three candidates have expressed interest in the top party post: Linda Daves, the acting state chairwoman from Charlotte, Sen. Andrew Brock, R-Davie, and Guilford County Chairman Marcus Kindley. But U.S. Sens. Elizabeth Dole and Richard Burr, the party’s ranking officials, have yet to offer their blessing to any of thecandidates. Dole and Burr have been under pressure from party leaders to find someone with strong ties to the state’s business community, according to party insiders. The state GOP Executive Committee is scheduled to meet in Charlotte on Dec. 2 to choose a new leader. 

House Leadership: House Republican members interested in chamber leadership positions have begun to round up support among their colleagues now that elections are behind them. Rep. Paul Stam, R-Wake, was talking to colleagues last week, seeking to round up commitments for House minority leader. "I've gotten a positive, and in some cases, exuberant response," he said.  Stam, a lawyer, is respected for his close examination of bills, but he has been banished to a back seat in the House chamber because he was on the outs with former Republican House co-speaker Richard Morgan. Rep. Fred Steen, R-Rowan, is in the running for minority leader, too. "I'm available, if that's what the caucus wants," Steen said. Steen is a former Landis mayor who was appointed to the legislature in 2004. He ran unopposed for reelection this year. As minority leader, Steen said he would work to unite a caucus that in recent years has suffered bitter divisions. 
Campaign NEWS
Recount Update: Gaps in two of the state's tightest races continued to close Tuesday as elections officials across the state conducted a second day of machine recounts. In a statewide Court of Appeals race, Wake County District Court Judge Donna Stroud led incumbent Judge Linda Stephens by 3,498 votes out of more than 1.5 million cast -- a loss of about 150 votes in her margin compared to Friday's official results. The gap between Republican U.S. Rep. Robin Hayes and Democrat Larry Kissell closed slightly after completion of a machine recount in the 8th Congressional District's 10 counties, narrowing to a 329 vote difference in Hayes' favor. Kissell's campaign has already requested a hand recount, which will be carried out next week in 3 percent of the district's precincts. After recounts in two of the 45th Senate District's counties, Democrat Steve Goss leads Republican David Blust by 317 votes. Machine recounts in Alexander and Wilkes counties have netted seven votes for Goss; Ashe and Watauga counties are to recount Wednesday. The State Board of Elections meets Nov. 28 to certify results in all races and resolve any remaining election issues -- including a controversy in the race between House Speaker Jim Black and GOP challenger Hal Jordan. According to Mecklenburg County's recount results from Monday, Black leads Jordan by 30 votes, including the miscast ones. 
Environmental NEWS

Apex Fire: State regulators have announced that the October explosion of a hazardous waste storehouse in Apex did not contaminate the town. The reassurances came from a bevy of state

environmental and public health officials who sampled the soil, homes and business surrounding the destroyed warehouse for heavy metals and other chemicals. "While the fire may have caused some short-term respiratory problems, particularly for first responders, luckily its contamination was contained to the facility site," State Epidemiologist Jeff Engel said in a news release.
Business NEWS        
Hazardous Materials: A task force on hazardous waste appointed by Gov. Mike Easley received recommendations Tuesday for tightening regulations of commercial hazardous waste storage facilities in light of an explosion at plant in Apex last month. The ideas offered by Dexter Matthews, director of the state Division of Waste Management, included linking the frequency of inspections to surrounding land uses, requiring fire walls to slow the spread of fires, shortening the permit review to five years instead of 10 years, and notifying all property owners within a quarter-mile radius of significant permit modifications. Doug Hoell, director of Emergency Management and co-chairman of the task force, said the list would be a good starting point. The group will make recommendations to the governor about rule changes and legislation needed to protect residents and firefighters during future fires
Smithfield Disputes Tar Heel Walkout Reports: Smithfield Packing Co. issued a statement Friday disputing earlier news reports of a widespread employee walkout Thursday at its Tar Heel, N.C., plant. The original news reports by local newspapers and national wire services said that as many as 200 employees had walked off the job. In a news release, the $11 billion pork producer and processor said, "Contrary to claims by the union, we have not shut down at any time either yesterday or today. Fewer than 20 percent of our employees are out. We are operating at 70 percent of capacity. The vast majority of the plant employees are at work, and many have told us they oppose the walkout."  The company further said that it acknowledged employee concerns about using Social Security numbers to identify undocumented immigrant employees, but accused union officials of "misleading" Hispanic employees about the match process. Because of worker confusion, the company said it would temporarily halt the matching process while investigating alternative methods to comply with federal immigration law.   "At the workers' request, we will meet [Friday] with representatives of the Catholic Church to explain what we are doing and discuss this matter," the statement said. 

Commodity NEWS        
Tobacco Watch: Tobacco buyers say they expect high burley tobacco sales out of western North Carolina this year, despite the number of burley farmers decreasing by half in the past year. Marty Owen, owner of the Dixie Big Burley tobacco warehouse in Asheville, says he expects local growers to sell about 2 million pounds, up from 1.4 million last year. Ray Anders of Planters Tobacco Warehouse in Asheville plans to buy about half of it, up from 600,000 pounds last year. Owen opened his warehouse Monday and Anders is scheduled to start up business Saturday. Even if this year's crop is better than it has been in previous years, cigarette companies still likely want more. "We still have a short supply of burley," said Blake Brown, an agricultural economist at North Carolina State University. "I think the companies are trying to get a regular supply of burley to meet the demand, but they haven't found that yet."

Cigarette Tax: Cigarette sales dropped by 18 percent in North Carolina and tax revenue increased by more than $110 million thanks to last year's 25-cent tax hike on cigarette packs, state officials said Tuesday. The figures reflect the first 10 months after the cigarette tax was increased to 30 cents in September 2005. The tax rose to 35 cents a pack in July, still one of the nation's lowest. While the data released Tuesday doesn't measure smoking trends, health advocates are claiming it's a solid indicator that raising the tax -- even in the nation's No. 1 tobacco-producing state -- is helping to reduce smoking and isn't hurting government coffers. 

Cost of Turkey:   The cost of a Thanksgiving Day turkey dinner, with traditional side dishes and dessert, rose 3.6 percent this year. The average cost of 12 items likely to be found on a typical U.S. dinner table during the Nov. 23 holiday rose $1.32 to $38.10 from $36.78 last year. However, adjusted for inflation, the cost is $18.99, 34 percent less than the first survey 21 years ago.

Research from food consultancy Technomic suggests that most Americans will eat a traditional turkey-based Thanksgiving meal at home or at a relative's house this year.  In a recent survey conducted by the Chicago-based firm, about half of respondents said they would prepare or eat a traditional Thanksgiving turkey, but 37 percent said they make ham and 19 percent say they cook other meats such as chicken and beef. 

Farmers Holding On to Grain Despite High Prices: Farmers around the U.S. are wrapping up bumper harvests of corn and soybeans amid the highest grain prices in years, which should lead to a profitable holiday season.  But most farmers are keeping much of their newly harvested crops in storage, gambling their paper profits on the possibility that prices will rise even higher in the coming months.  Cash prices for grain tend to fall during harvest season as demand from processors and elevators peters out amid an onslaught of surplus corn and soybeans that farmers are bringing out of their fields.  But prices have risen sharply this year, in part due to strong demand for corn from ethanol producers.  That has made eternally optimistic farmers even more bullish that the rallies will continue into the winter and spring, when prices are traditionally strongest.

Soybean Acreage May Lose Out to Corn:   U.S. farmers are likely to allot less land for planting soybeans in the 2007-2008 season and instead grow corn, which is attracting a high price on demand for ethanol..  In an interview in Japan, Matt Beeson, president of Beeson and Associates Inc., said the situation will not lead to a shortage of supplies to Japan, a major buyer of U.S. soybeans, partly because soybean stocks are at record levels. Beeson said he expects the amount of U.S. land allocated to soybean production in 2007-2008 to fall by about 8.9 percent from a year earlier.
People in the NEWS

Peaslee Resignation: Bill Peaslee, chief of staff for the state Republican Party since April 2001, resigned from the post Monday.  Peaslee said he stepped down in the interests of helping the party prepare for the next election cycle and to put a fresh face near the top. There was no immediate word on a replacement for Peaslee. Peaslee's departure is the second within party leadership this month. Chairman Ferrell Blount announced his resignation before the polls closed election night, saying he needed to step down to consider a run for statewide office in 2008. 

Deaths: Former Rep. Robert McAlister, who represented Rockingham County from 1977-1988, has died. 

Mark Your Calendar

The Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change will meet on Monday, Nov. 27 at 10 a.m., 643 Legislative Office Building.
The Joint Legislative Commission on Land and Water Conservation will meet on Tuesday, Nov. 28 at 9 a.m., 643 Legislative Office Building.

The U.S. Coast Guard, National Marine Fisheries Service and the N.C. Marine Patrol will hold a public meeting on Tuesday, Nov. 28 at 7 p.m. to discuss the Atlantic bluefin tuna fishery, Carteret Community College, Jocelyn Hall, Morehead City.
The N.C. Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund, in conjunction with N.C. State University, will offer an educational workshop on farmland preservation on Wednesday, Nov. 29 at 9:30 a.m., Iredell County Agriculture Center, Statesville. Contact: Dewitt Hardee, 733-7125.

The N.C. Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund, in conjunction with N.C. State University, will offer an educational workshop on farmland preservation on Thursday, Nov. 30 at 9:30 am., Western N.C. Agriculture Center, Fletcher. Contact: Dewitt Hardee, 733-7125.
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