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NC Legislative NEWS

House Republicans: House Republicans plan to meet Sunday in Greensboro to pick a leader. It appears that Rep. Paul “Skip” Stam, R-Wake, and Rep. Fred Steen, R-Rowan, are the only candidates for minority leader. Rep. Tim Moore, R-Cleveland, had expressed an interest but has told people he’s not running. No matter the outcome, House Republicans say they want to put their past contentiousness behind them and work together. 

Campaign NEWS
Morgan to Appeal: Former House Co-Speaker Richard Morgan said Monday that he plans to take his complaint against the Republican Legislative Majority of North Carolina to Wake County Superior Court. In August, the State Board of Elections rejected a complaint from Morgan that the group used illegal corporate contributions in a campaign to defeat him in the Republican primary. Morgan, R-Moore, said he could not take legal action on the issue until the State Board of Elections had filed its final documentation concerning the complaint heard last summer. But now that the State board has done that, Morgan has 30 days to appeal the board's action through the state court system. 

Request Denied: Superior Court Judge James Spencer Jr. has declined a request by Ann Marie Calabria to stop the state elections board from certifying her opponent, Robin Hudson, in a state Supreme Court race. Calabria and Hudson both currently serve on the Court of Appeals. Calabria had argued that in the final week before Election Day that she should have received additional public campaign money because a political group ran commercials that highlighted Hudson and other appellate court candidates. The elections board declined to give her more money and ultimately certified Hudson the winner by about 20,000 votes. Calabria's attorney asked Spencer to stay Hudson's victory and order a new election, but the judge determined the evidence presented shows Calabria is unlikely to prevail in her case.
Choices: Former Raleigh City Councilman Kieran Shanahan is considering running on the Republican ticket in 2008 for either state treasurer or attorney general. Shanahan, a Raleigh lawyer and former federal prosecutor, said he is intrigued by both offices. He said the attorney general’s office was a natural with his background as a former federal prosecutor. But he also noted that Attorney General Roy Cooper, a Democrat, plans to seek a third term.  State Treasurer Richard Moore, a Democrat, is expected to run for governor rather than for reelection, which means it would be an open race for treasurer. 
Washington NEWS

Textile Bill: U.S. Sens. Richard Burr and Elizabeth Dole have threatened to block a bill passed by the U.S. House of Representatives that many members of North Carolina's congressional delegation fear will hurt the state's already suffering textile industry. Among other provisions, the legislation would extend tariff reductions that benefit Haiti. All of North Carolina's U.S. House members except Rep. Brad Miller, D-N.C., voted against the bill. In a letter sent to Congressional leaders Friday, the two North Carolina senators expressed grave concerns over the Haiti provision of the bill, saying it would become a duty free path for Chinese textiles to enter the country. The letter was signed by Dole, Burr and six other Southern senators.

Congress Extends Tax on Imported Ethanol: Corn farmers and ethanol makers will continue to have less competition from foreign imports of the renewable fuel until 2009.  Included in legislation passed last week was an extension of the 54-cents-per-gallon tariff on imported ethanol.  The tax was set to expire in October 2007, but will continue to be imposed until January 2009, said Sen. John Thune.  He said the tariff encourages domestic production, discourages dependence on foreign energy and keeps other countries from competing with U.S. production.

Senate Rejects $4.8 Billion Farm Disaster Aid: The Senate rejected $4.8 billion in disaster aid for U.S. farmers and ranchers Tuesday, despite pleas that tens of thousands of producers could go broke without help.  Advocates vowed to try again next year, when Democrats control Congress and lawmakers try to wrap up work on bills to fund most of the federal government.  The White House has threatened to veto disaster aid. Tuesday’s vote was purely symbolic.  Republican leadership agreed in November to push all remaining fiscal 2007 appropriations business to next year.  Even if backers had won the votes needed, it was unlikely that the Senate would have held a final vote on the agriculture bill this week. 

U.S. Senate Committees: U.S. Sen. Richard Burr, R-N.C., will join the Senate Intelligence Committee when Congress reconvenes in January. The committee, which meets primarily in secret, is charged with oversight and guidance of the federal government’s intelligence gathering. Burr served on the House of Representatives’ Intelligence Committee for four years. He will continue to serve on Senate committees on veterans’ affairs, Indian affairs, energy and natural resources, and health, education, labor and pension. U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole, R-N.C., will pick up a seat on the Small Business and Entrepreneurship Committee. She will keep her seats on the Armed Services, Banking and Aging committees. 

U.S. House Committees: Two North Carolina Democrats in Congress have new assignments on powerful U.S. House committees. U.S. Rep.-elect Heath Shuler will join the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee when the 110th Congress convenes in January. U.S. Rep. G.K. Butterfield of Wilson will join the Energy and Commerce Committee, which has the broadest jurisdiction of any committee in the House. Butterfield will step down from the Armed Services Committee. Shuler and Butterfield were named to the committees by incoming House Speaker-elect Nancy Pelosi of California. 
Environmental NEWS

Farmland Preservation May Provide Tax Benefits for Area Farmers: With the aim of helping landowners protect their agricultural lands and take advantage of more generous tax incentives. During 2006 and 2007, federal tax benefits for those who place conservation agreements on land are increased to 50 percent of adjusted gross income for the first year of the conservation agreement, with carry forward ability for 15 additional years.  That is up from 30 percent of adjusted gross income for the first year, with carry forward for five additional years. While conservation agreements have historically provided financial relief for farmers, the passing of the new law, effective only in 2006 and 2007, has greatly increased the tax benefits to their largest amounts to date. Those interested in more details and receiving benefits from the enhanced tax incentives should call the Pacolet Area Conservancy at 828-859-5060 or contact PAC at info@pacolet.org.
Business NEWS        
Tax Credit: The North Carolina Department of Commerce has released the new county tier designations that will determine tax credit opportunities for economic development in the state's counties. Under the new Tax Credits for Growing Businesses system, a three-tier system replaces the William S. Lee Act's five-tier system. Counties are assigned a rank based on factors such as unemployment rate, median household income, population growth and assessed property value per capita. The state's 40 most distressed counties were assigned a Tier 1 ranking, the middle 40 counties were designated as Tier 2 and the 20 most prosperous counties were given a Tier 3 ranking. Businesses in Tier 1 counties are eligible for a $12,500 tax credit per new job created and a 7 percent tax credit for eligible expenditures. Businesses in Tier 2 counties are eligible for $5,000 tax credits per job and a 5 percent tax credit for eligible business property expenditures of more than $1 million. In Tier 3 counties, businesses can claim a $750 tax credit per new job, as well as a 3.5 percent tax credit for business property expenditures of more than $2 million. 

Green Business: Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue announced plans Tuesday for legislation to provide tax credits and incentives for businesses focused on alternative, sustainable energy sources, such as biodiesel producers, or other businesses developing environmentally friendly technology. Perdue's initiative, dubbed the N.C. Green Act, would set aside at least $15 million for a fund to lure "green" companies to locate or expand in the state. It also calls for putting part of the state's investment portfolio, at least $50 million to $100 million, under managers with success in investing in green companies. Perdue wants to screen future investments as well to direct money to companies with environmentally-friendly practices. 
Commodity NEWS        
Alkalinity Tests Urged for Tobacco Growers: Producers of tobacco transplants are being reminded that January is a good time to check the quality of their float-bed source water by collecting samples and sending them to the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services agronomic lab for analysis.  Being proactive now allows growers to take corrective action before filling beds and adding fertilizers. After fertilizer is mixed into float beds, it is also a good idea to submit samples to verify that nutrient concentrations are appropriate.  For information, go to http://www.ncagr.com/agronomi/index.htm.

Stronger Crop Income Seen for Farms in 2007:  Strong demand for grains will continue into next year, and farmers’ crops will be bringing in more money than they did this year, USDA Chief Economist Keith Collins said.  “We’re looking at very strong prices in the futures market for delivery in 2007, so it looks right now like 2007 is going to be a very strong cash-receipt year for crops.” Overall net income for farmers -- including government subsidy payments -- fell this year, but cash receipts for crops was up and the trend will continue even stronger in 2007.

Ethanol-Fueled Corn Prices Soar Sky-High:  U.S. growers will collect one of the highest prices ever for corn with this year’s crop, a farm-gate average of $3.10 a bushel, thanks to explosive demand for fuel ethanol, the government said Monday.  Ethanol will consume 20 percent of this year’s corn crop.  By some estimates, it will command one-third of U.S. corn in the near future.  Corn prices have exceeded a season-average $3 a bushel only four other years, and the record is $3.24, set in 1995-1996.  Last year’s crop averaged $2 a bushel.  About half of this year's crop remains to be sold, said USDA Chief Economist Keith Collins.  “We think that can average $3.50 a bushel,” he said. 

Avian Flu Vaccine Developed:  North Korea claims it has developed an inoculation for poultry against highly pathogenic avian influenza and is vaccinating birds in an effort to keep H5N1 out of the country. The nation is also reportedly making poultry vaccination compulsory. North Korea is strictly enforcing quarantine efforts to guard against the spread of AI from South Korea, which incurred numerous outbreaks in recent weeks. 
People in the NEWS

Under Consideration: Former state Supreme Court Justice Bob Orr says he is exploring a bid for the 2008 Republican nomination for governor. Orr has been calling Republicans and plans to spend the next two or three months moving around the state to see whether his candidacy is viable.  Two Republicans -- Sen. Fred Smith, R-Johnston, and Bill Graham, a Salisbury lawyer -- also have expressed a strong interest in running. Other GOP names being mentioned for the 2008 contest include: Sen. Robert Pittenger, R-Mecklenburg, former state Chief Justice I. Beverly Lake and former state GOP Chairman Ferrell Blount. 

Eastern Political Director: State Democratic Party Chairman Jerry Meek has announced that Mira Jones will be the party's new eastern political director. Jones, who served four years as director of legislative affairs for New Jersey State Sen. Byron Baer, will work on campaign and party building efforts across eastern North Carolina. Jones has worked on get-out-the-vote efforts in New Jersey and North Carolina. Kristen Ward is the party's central political director and Mark Hufford is its western political director. 
Mark Your Calendar

The Clean Water Management Trust Fund board will meet on Thursday, Dec. 21 at 10:30 a.m. to discuss its executive director. Former director Bill Holman announced his resignation Nov. 13, 421 S. Salisbury St., Raleigh. Contact: Lisa Schell, 716-0057.

The NC Marine Fisheries Commission - Spiny Dogfish Compliance Advisory Panel will meet on Thursday, Dec. 21 at 2 p.m., DENR Washington Regional Office, Washington Square Mall, 1424 Carolina Ave., Washington.

Farm policy forum scheduled for Feb. 1. Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler encourages farmers, agribusiness professionals and others interested in farm policy to attend the 2007 North Carolina Agricultural Development Forum on Feb. 1 at the State Fairgrounds.  The forum will be from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. in the Holshouser Building. Admission is free.The N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services is organizing the forum. For information, contact Dewitt Hardee at (919) 733-7125, ext. 239.
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