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December 17, 2007
This week’s issue of the AgNews Update is sponsored by The NC Growers Association (NCGA), which is a non-profit cooperative that consists of approximately 750 North Carolina grower-members who grow a wide variety of diversified crops from flowers, turfgrass, and Christmas trees to tobacco, cucumbers and sweet potatoes.  NCGA provides its members a labor force via the H-2a program, which is the legal guestworker program, authorized by the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986. H-2a enables farmers to secure a legal and adequate labor force that is available and capable of assisting with the seasonal/temporary manual labor associated with some agricultural crops. In order to utilize the H-2a program, growers must first engage in independent positive recruitment of US workers through word of mouth with other growers and by placing ads in newspapers and on the radio, as well as soliciting the return of any former, qualified workers. North Carolina has employed the largest number of H-2a workers in the U.S. for the last 10 years, with over 7,000 workers in 2007. However, H-2a accounts for less than 5% of the seasonal/temporary workforce in NC due to excessive expenses associated with the program, which growers are unable to recoup. The H-2a program is also too litigious for many growers due the targeting of H-2a growers by legal and worker activists who are philosophically opposed to the H-2a program.  Opponents of the H-2a program disagree with the program because it provides no pathway to US citizenship; the H-2a visa does not allow H-2a guestworkers to work outside of agriculture, and H-2a growers must ensure that their guestworkers return back to their country of origin when the seasonal/temporary agricultural work on the time-limited H-2a visa is complete.
Washington NEWS

Disaster Relief: According to Congressman Mike McIntyre (D-NC), Chairman of the House Agriculture Committee on Specialty Crops, Rural Development and Foreign Agriculture, disaster assistance has been included in the final version of Congress' year end spending bill - $600 million in drought relief for farmers in North Carolina and the rest of the Southeast. The measure would extend the eligibility for disaster relief through the end of 2007, and especially benefit farmers hit by the drought in Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina and Tennessee. The agriculture provision would allow farmers to seek federal aid for their worst year out of the past three years, which likely would be 2007. The omnibus spending bill could be the last big piece of legislation passed this year. The US Senate must also approve the bill and it must be signed into law by the President. The Bush administration has said it may veto the omnibus bill because it spends more than what is in the president’s budget.
Senate Passes Energy Bill:  The Senate, by a vote of 86-8, approved an energy bill that contains a mandate that will likely divert more corn to fuel. Similar to the bill the House passed a week ago, the Senate version boosts use of renewable fuels like ethanol to 36 billion gallons by 2022, allowing up to 15 billion gallons of that to come from corn. Ethanol from non-corn inputs such as farm wastes or switchgrass would be expected to reach 3 billion gallons in 2016 and rise to 21 billion gallons by 2022.  The US meat industry has expressed concern about the ethanol provision saying it could result in higher feed grain costs if more corn were diverted to ethanol.  To ensure White House approval, the Senate dropped provisions in the House version, such as taxes on oil companies that would have allowed Congress to extend production and investment incentives for wind and solar power and a renewable electricity mandate.   The bill now goes back to the House, where easy approval is expected.
Senate Passes Farm Bill: The U.S. Senate approved a Farm Bill that is a “mixed bag” for NC Agribusinesses. While there are a number of provisions in the bill that are positive, including renewable energy and conservation programs, there also are provisions that could have a negative impact on our livestock industry.  The Farm Bill must now move to a conference committee between the US House and Senate, where negotiators will try to develop a compromise Farm Bill that both chambers can pass, and get signed by the President. At this point, conference committee members have not been designated, although North Carolina has reason to hope that it will have representation among the conferees.
OLF: The U.S. House has eliminated the Navy's authority to build a practice jet landing field in Washington County, U.S. Rep. G.K. Butterfield said Wednesday. Butterfield said in a statement that the U.S. House took the action because the project posed dangers for the Washington County community, pilots and aircraft. Butterfield said the 2008 defense spending bill language means the Navy must have local support for a future site for the field in eastern North Carolina. The Navy already has bought 2,000 acres of land in Washington and Beaufort counties for the proposed 30,000-acre field. Navy officials now are examining other sites in NC and VA.  
Campaign NEWS

Kerr's Seat: Former Sen. Tony Moore said Tuesday that he may run for the seat of retiring Sen. John Kerr. "As a former senator from this district I feel my experience would help serve the district's needs," he wrote in an e-mail to The News & Observer. Moore switched from Democrat to Republican to unsuccessfully run against Kerr, D-Wayne, in 2004. He said that he switched back to his old party on Jan. 2 of this year. According to the State Board of Elections, he is currently registered as a Democrat. State Board of Education member Kathy Taft, Snow Hill Mayor Don Davis and retired community college president Edward Wilson have already announced plans to run for the seat. All are Democrats. 

Taylor Out: Former U.S. Rep. Charles Taylor ended speculation Saturday that he might attempt in 2008 to retake the congressional seat he held for 16 years, saying he won't run next year but may later seek political office again. Taylor, the veteran Republican who has remained coy about his political plans since leaving Congress a year ago has announced that he is focused on helping other Republican candidates and running his bank business.
Drought NEWS

Drought Conditions: The drought conditions gripping the state have worsened over the last week. According to the U.S. Drought Monitor, 66 percent of the state is now suffering from exceptional drought, which is the most intense drought category. It was 56 percent last week. Exceptional drought conditions include the western half of the state and extend through both the Triad and Triangle. Small sections along the Virginia border and much of the coast are classified as extreme or severe drought. The drought is the worst in North Carolina's recorded history. State officials said water systems serving 3.7 million people are under mandatory water restrictions, and 14 systems have water supplies of less than 100 days. Gov. Mike Easley said Wednesday that he may use his emergency powers to limit water use in some towns and cities if drought conditions worsen in the state. But Easley said during a year-end interview with reporters that he didn't believe such measures would be necessary as long as local governments keep working with the state to find emergency water supplies.

Water Use Study Legislation: The study provision of S.L. 2007-518 (H.B. 820) directs the Environmental Review Commission to study issues related to the transfer of water from one river basin to another river basin and the allocation of surface water resources.  The ERC, with the assistance of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources, plans to study the allocation of surface water resources and their availability and maintenance in the State, including issues related to the transfer of water from one river basin to another, the withdrawal of water for consumptive use, and the accuracy and tolerance of equipment used to measure the flow of water transferred from one river basin to another river basin.  The Commission also will evaluate the benefits of establishing formal and informal procedures for negotiating transfers of water from one river basin to another.  The ERC may submit an interim report to the 2008 Regular Session of the General Assembly and shall submit a final report of its findings and recommendations, including any legislative proposals, to the 2009 General Assembly. 
Water Allocation Study:  The Environmental Review Commission (ERC), with the assistance of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), will conduct a comprehensive study of water resources in North Carolina. There are no particular proposals for change at this point, but the ERC is interested in your views on issues to be addressed in the study and possible legislative changes to be made. In addition to inviting your comments about water resources and water allocation in general, the ERC is seeking input on the following issues:  Water Supply and Allocation Policy, Allocation of Limited Supplies, Local and State Water Supply Planning, Drought Response, and Interbasin Transfers.
Water Grants: Local governments across North Carolina are in the process of applying for $100 million in grants approved by legislators this year to help improve water and wastewater systems. Only government agencies in the 85 counties considered rural are eligible for the grants. Grants can go to local government units, including counties, cities and towns and water or sewer districts that demonstrate a "current critical need." Critical needs can include failing septic tanks that need public sewer systems, contaminated wells that need public water supply or old pipes that need replacing. 
Deadline Approaches:  Dec 31 is the application deadline for Golden Hay Relief Program, which helps livestock producer pay for transportation of hay and alternative forages purchased in NC. The program is administered by NCDA&CS and funded by a $500,000 grant from the Golden LEAF foundation. According to AgCommissioner Steve Troxler, interest in the program has been strong. An application and eligibility criteria is available at www.ncagr.com/HayAlert or call 866-506-6222. 
Business NEWS        
PETA Alleges Pig Abuse:  Sampson County District Attorney Dewey Hudson is investigating allegations of animal cruelty by workers at an independent contract grower in Garland, N.C. The investigation stems from “undercover” video recordings captured by PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals)  in which supposedly workers at the sow farm are shown handling pigs in ways PETA calls abusive.

USPOULTRY Foundation Donates to N.C. State:  The U.S. Poultry & Egg Harold E. Ford Foundation recently presented a check for $23,495 to the North Carolina State University department of poultry science.   The donation will help support projects that include a week-long Poultry Summer Institute to expose high school students to poultry-related career opportunities, a re-designed recruitment Web site, design and publication of promotional materials, development of presentations, student initiated "back home" recruiting trips to local high schools, and portable display units. Smithfield Get China’s OK: On Tuesday, the office of the U.S. Trade Representative announced China had agreed to lift its ban on six processing plants in conjunction with the U.S.-China Joint Commission on Commerce and Trade meeting in Beijing.  The Smithfield Packing Co. in Tar Heel, NC. was listed by USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service as one of the six plants eligible to export product to China produced on or after December 13, 2007. 

Commodity NEWS        
U.S. Beef Sale to Russia: Russia has purchased about 125,000 pounds of U.S. whole muscle beef, the first such purchase since it banned U.S. beef in 2003 due to bovine spongiform encephalopathy concerns, a USDA spokeswoman confirmed.  USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service posted a list of 18 facilities approved for export to Russia on Oct. 19. Of these, 13 are harvest or processing plants and five are cold storages. The approvals followed audits by Russian officials to verify compliance with all Russian requirements.  The United States has been basically shut out of the Russian market since 2003. Russia eased its rules enough in November 2006 to make U.S. beef imports legal, but onerous restrictions remain. U.S. officials said last week that after months of negotiating, the United States and Russia are near a deal on opening that market more broadly to U.S. beef products. 
U.S. Pork Exports Break Monthly Record:  U.S. pork exports (including variety meat) in October broke the record for a single month set in November 2006, according to USDA statistics compiled by the U.S. Meat Export Federation.   October's exports totaled 130,424 metric tons valued at $313.33 million. The previous record was 122,225 metric tons valued at $289 million. The October increase was enough to bring the January through October total pork export volume to 1,035,816 metric tons, a 1 percent increase over the same period in 2006 and a 9 percent increase in value at $2.524 billion.  USMEF said these export figures point to another record-breaking year for pork.  

People in the NEWS

Appointed: The North Carolina Coastal Resources Commission has a new chairman. Gov. Mike Easley appointed Bob Emory of New Bern to the post this week. Emory is the Southern Timberlands Environmental Affairs Manager for Weyerhaeuser Company. He is also vice president of the N.C. Coastal Land Trust and chairman of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources’ North Carolina Forestry Advisory Council. 

Deaths: Louise Brennan, one of the first women in the legislature, died Saturday at her home in Charlotte. Brennan, who was 85, served in the N.C. House from 1969 to 1970 and from 1977 to 1984. In 1985, she was chosen to head the Mecklenburg Democratic Party. 
Mark Your Calendar

The State Water Infrastructure Commission will meet on Tuesday, Dec. 18 at 8:30 a.m. to discuss plans for 2008, Albert Coates Center, 215 N. Dawson St., Raleigh. 
The Environmental Review Commission will meet on Wednesday, Dec. 19 at 9:30 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
The Commission Counsel of the Environmental Review Commission (ERC) will hold public meetings from 4:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. on the following dates and locations:  Friday, January 4, Room 153, Fulford Building Pitt County Community College, 1986 Pitt Tech Road, Winterville; Wednesday, January 9, Lecture Room, Simpson Administration Building, Asheville Buncombe Technical Community College, 340 Victoria Road, Asheville;  Wednesday, January 23, Room 544, Legislative Office Building; Thursday, January 24, New Hanover County Public Library, 201 Chestnut Street, Wilmington.  
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