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[image: image1.png]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
Obama Names Pro-Union Rep. Hilda Solis to Labor Post:  Rep. Hilda L. Solis (D-El Monte), a Congressional Hispanic Caucus leader considered to be one of the most reliably pro-union voices in the House, is President-elect Barack Obama's choice to head the Labor Department. Solis, 51, would be the third Latino member of Obama's Cabinet, a measure of diversity that has garnered praise from this fast-growing sector of the electorate. 
PETA Asks Obama to Form Food Council, Move School Lunch:  People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals is asking the Obama administration to form a National Food Policy Council and to move food entitlement programs out of USDA's jurisdiction. In a letter to President-elect Barack Obama's transition team head John Podesta, PETA suggested the proposed council operate like the National Economic Council in composition and process to affect food policy.  PETA also asked that both the National School Lunch and the Women, Infants and Children food programs be administered by the Department of Health and Human Services instead of USDA.  "USDA consistently spends more than twice as much money on cholesterol- and fat-laden meat and dairy products for the school lunch program as it does on healthier plant-based foods," the animal activist group charged. 
Immigration NEWS

Cap Count for H-2B Workers for 2009:  Congress has set caps for H-2B workers for fiscal year 2009.  The H-2B visa category allows U.S. employers in industries with peak load, seasonal or intermittent needs to augment their existing labor force with temporary workers. The H-2B visa category also allows U.S. employers to augment their existing labor force when necessary due to a one-time occurrence which necessitates a temporary increase in workers. Typically, H-2B workers fill labor needs in occupational areas such as construction, health care, landscaping, lumber, manufacturing, food service, processing, and resort/hospitality services. The H-2B numerical limit set by Congress per fiscal year is 66,000. Generally, an H-2B worker who extends his/her stay in H-2B status will not be counted again against the numerical limit. An alien who changes nonimmigrant status to H-2B is counted against the annual H-2B cap.
Commodity NEWS

Average Corn Price Lower in 2008 Than 2007:  In its newest corn supply and demand estimates, the USDA reported the estimated average farm price for corn in 2008 at $4/bu. – lower than the price for corn in 2007. Leaders at the National Corn Growers Association (NCGA) pointed out that this proves that higher ethanol demand can be accommodated with little impact on corn and food prices.  The USDA estimates corn production at just over 12 billion bushels and yield at 153.8 bu./acre, with total corn supply at nearly 13.7 billion bushels. 
Tyson Cutting Chicken Production: In order to better match supply with shrinking demand, Tyson Foods Inc. is cutting both beef and chicken production, the latter of which marks a significant development in the poultry industry, according to Stephens Inc. analyst Farha Aslam.  Aslam notes Tyson has a 20-25 percent market share, meaning its cuts could have a significant impact on the overall poultry industry's supply and pricing. She estimates Tyson is cutting chicken production by 5 percent, as industry estimates indicate demand is down 4 to 6 percent.  A 5 percent production cut by Tyson would amount to 1 percent to 2 percent fewer poultry pounds produced for the industry, augmenting industry production cuts that range from 6 percent to 8 percent, based on egg sets. The net effect, Aslam contends, is that shares of Tyson and Sanderson Farms will rise. Better discipline in the poultry market also is favorable for the profitability of the beef and pork markets, she said, boding well for companies such as Smithfield Foods and Hormel Foods.
Broiler Chick Placements, Egg Sets Decline:  Broiler growers in the 19-State weekly program placed 168 million chicks for meat production during the week ending Dec. 20, 2008, according to USDA statistics.   Placements were down 6 percent from the comparable week a year earlier. Cumulative placements from Dec. 30, 2007 through Dec. 13, 2008 were 8.79 billion, down 2 percent from the same period a year earlier.   Commercial hatcheries in the 19-State weekly program set 203 million eggs in incubators during the week ending Dec. 20, 2008. This was down 7 percent from the eggs set the corresponding week a year earlier. Average hatchability for chicks hatched during the week was 84 percent. 

Business NEWS

NLRB Declares Union Victory at Smithfield:  The National Labor Relations Board has declared victory for a union that sought to represent workers at the world's largest hog slaughterhouse in rural North Carolina. The votes were certified Monday, which allows the United Food and Commercial Workers Union to represent the roughly 4,600 workers at the Smithfield Packing Co. plant in Tar Heel. Workers voted about two weeks ago. Board assistant regional director Howard Neidig said his agency still must resolve several pending complaints of unfair labor practices the union filed in the months leading up to the vote. The agency hopes to quickly settle the complaints now that the election has been settled. 

Lois Britt Pork Industry Memorial Scholarship:  The Chicago Mercantile Exchange (CME) will once again sponsor the Lois Britt Pork Industry Memorial Scholarship program, which is administered by NPPC. The program recognizes exceptional college students who plan to make a career in the pork industry. There are four $2,500 scholarships available. For more info go to www.ncpork.org.
USDA NEWS 
Advisory Committee on Meat and Poultry Inspection:  The USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) is seeking nominations for membership on the National Advisory Committee on Meat and Poultry Inspection (NACMPI).  Nominations for membership are being sought from individuals representing industry, academia, State and local government officials, public health organizations, and consumers and consumer organizations. The full committee consists of 16 - 18 members, and each person is expected to serve a two-year term. Nominations must be e-mailed or postmarked by Jan. 23, 2009. The NACMPI Membership background information and an application form are available at www.fsis.usda.gov/About_FSIS/NACMPI_Nominations/index.asp.
USDA Buys Chicken From Pilgrim’s Pride, Others:  USDA  has purchased about 60.5 million pounds of chicken products for about $42.2 million for school lunch and other nutrition assistance programs.  USDA bought nearly 30 million pounds from Pilgrim's Pride, much of it in whole and eight-piece cut frozen chicken parts. It purchased 16.8 million pounds from Tyson Foods. Nine of 13 companies that submitted proposals were successful, USDA said.   In addition to Pilgrim's Pride and Tyson, other successful bidders included: Eastern Poultry Distributors, Fieldale Farms, Gold'n Plump, OK Foods, Perdue Farms, Simmons Prepared Foods, Kings Delight.  BMO Capital Markets analyst Kenneth Zaslow told investors the purchases would likely have a modestly positive impact on overall supply-demand dynamics. USDA generally paid more than prevailing market prices, which Zaslow said in part reflected improving fundamentals as the industry continues to cut egg set placements. 

DCP Signup Began December 22:  Enrollment for the 2009 Direct and Counter-cyclical Payment (DCP) Program for farms with base acres began Dec. 22 both online and at local USDA service centers and will continue until June 1, 2009. Producers are urged to make use of the eDCP automated website, www.fsa.usda.gov/dcp, to sign up. To access the service, producers must have an active USDA eAuthentication Level 2 account, which requires filling out an online registration form at www.eauth.egov.usda.gov followed by a visit to the local USDA Service Center for identity verification. The June 1, 2009 deadline is mandatory for all participants. USDA will not accept any late-filed applications.

USDA Enacts Changes to Payment Limitations, Income Qualifications:  With the publication of an interim final regulation in the Federal Register next week, the USDA announced changes to both Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) qualifications, program payment limitations, and direct attribution for Farm Service Agency (FSA) and Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) programs, which became effective in accordance with the 2008 Farm Bill.  Public comments on this interim final rule must be submitted to the Department within 30 days of the date of publication.  For more info go to www.usda.gov.

Milk Income Loss Contract Program Signup Begins:  USDA's Farm Service Agency (FSA) announced that signup for the Milk Income Loss Contract Program (MILC) begins Dec 22 and will continue through the program's expiration date, Sept 30, 2012. More information on MILC is available at local FSA offices.  
NCDA NEWS

No Paper Soil-Test Reports:  The Agronomic Division of the NCDA&CS strongly encourages its clients to choose online reports for soil tests and other agronomic services instead of receiving paper copies by mail.  The division is reducing expenses to deal with an expected state budget shortfall. Agronomic reports are available electronically in a searchable database through www.ncagr.gov/agronomi/. Clients who want help looking up their reports may call the division at (919) 733-2655. 
State Soil-Testing Lab Launches Bar-Code Tracking System:  The Agronomic Division of the NCDA&CS has just implemented a new tracking system that will send clients an e-mail when the laboratory receives their samples.  Go to www.ncagr.gov/agronomi/, follow the links to print a bar-coded address label, and tape it to the sample shipping package. Bar-code labels can be used on shipments of any samples, including plant tissue, compost or waste, nutrient solution or source water, and nematodes. It is important, however, that different types of samples be packaged separately. 
Mark Your Calendar

The Joint Legislative Commission on Seafood and Aquaculture will meet on Monday, Jan. 12 at 2 p.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.

The NCDA&CS will hold a public hearing on proposed rules regarding pesticides on Tuesday, Jan. 13 at 1 p.m., Martin Building, NC State Fairgrounds, 1025 Blue Ridge Rd., Raleigh. Contact: James W. Burnette, 733-3556. 

Cattle producers meeting to be held Saturday, January 13 from 9 a.m.  to 3 p.m. at Mount Olive College.  The program content will include effective marketing, alternative livestock production systems for finishing beef, forage production systems, risk and risk management strategies, and the economics of going from a cow-calf operation to finishing cattle and direct marketing beef. If you would like to register for this meeting, please contact Krystal Faison at the Agribusiness Center at (9191) 658-7510. 
Southern Sustainable Agriculture Working Group’s (Southern SAWG) 18th annual conference will be held Jan. 21-24, 2009 at the Chattanooga Convention Center in Chattanooga, Tenn. and will headquarter at the adjacent Marriott Hotel. Pre-conference events begin on Wednesday and include one-and-a-half day intensive short courses as well as several half-day field trips and mini-courses. Then on Friday and Saturday, the general conference will offer eight tracks of highly essential conference sessions, a trade show, silent auction, video show, Taste of Tennessee dinner and more.  For more info go to www.ssawg.org or call 678-494-0696 to request a brochure.
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