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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.
Drought NEWS

Drought Conditions: A new federal map indicates drought conditions in 56 counties are classified as "exceptional," the most intensive of the four categories of drought. Last week, 25 counties were considered in exceptional drought. Easley reminded residents to conserve "aggressively" between now and the new year. More than half of the state's population is now under mandatory water restrictions, such as bans on irrigation. At least one county is seeking greater authority to regulate water use. Union County commissioners are asking the General Assembly to allow them to regulate wells during a drought as a way to preserve the county's groundwater for drinking. Counties currently do not regulate private wells.

Drought Study: House and Senate leaders have announced the creation of a joint study committee to examine the drought's effects on North Carolina agriculture. The 20-member Joint Select Committee on the Agricultural Drought Response will examine the responses of farmers, agricultural organizations, local governments and state agencies to the drought, and attempt to identify deficiencies to the response. The group is also charged with developing policy recommendations that could improve drought response in the future. The committee is to make a final report the full General Assembly in May. 

Wildfires: As drought conditions have gripped NC this year, the number of wildfires has risen. In 2007, over 6,380 wildfires have burned more than 34,761 acres, compared to the normal level for a 10-year period: an average of 4,931 wildfires burning an average of 20,008 acres, according to the NC Division of Forest Resources. A statewide burning ban remains in place despite recent rain. 

Legislative NEWS

Well Water: The General Assembly should expect several counties to come to it next year requesting additional power to regulate well drilling, Rep. Pryor Gibson said during a meeting of the Environmental Review Commission on Tuesday. The comments by Gibson, D-Anson, came as Robin Smith, assistant secretary of the DENR, updated the commission on the drought. Gibson predicted that well drilling restrictions will become a battle between developers and others arguing for individual property rights and local government officials trying to manage water supplies. Union County officials have already indicated that they will ask state lawmakers for the authority to regulate wells and well water use during droughts. Local officials there want the regulatory authority because of worries that wells dug to water lawns could deplete nearby wells used to supply drinking water. 

Washington NEWS

Congress Members Push Biofuels From Non-Food Crops: A delegation of 46 Congress members have sent a letter to House and Senate leaders urging that they consider making non-food crops the centerpiece of a new Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS). The letter notes that the expansion of ethanol made from corn and other food crops has created new and unforeseeable challenges. In addition to rising food and animal feed prices, the expansion has resulted in heightened competition for water and grasslands. The Congressional delegation contends that the development of advanced forms of biofuels will have a lesser impact on food crops because they have the potential to provide a higher yield per acre. The existing RFS mandate under the Energy Policy Act of requires 7.5 billion gallons of ethanol to be incorporated into the nation's fuel supply by 2012.
Campaign NEWS

Legislative Districts: A federal lawsuit filed by a group of Republican voters contends North Carolina House and Senate districts are unconstitutional and should be redrawn in time for the 2008 primaries. The suit alleges that several legislative districts do not meet the standards of the federal Voting Rights Act because they dilute minority voting power. The suit names about 20 counties which contains districts they contend are unconstitutional. The suit comes after the state Supreme Court ruled in August that the General Assembly improperly carved up Pender County between two House districts. The lawsuit, filed in U.S. District Court in Raleigh, cites the Pender County ruling throughout. 

Pittenger Moves: Sen. Robert Pittenger is all but saying that he will run for lieutenant governor. The Mecklenburg County Republican said Thursday that he will not seek a fourth term in the state Senate and that he is endorsing former Sen. Bob Rucho as his replacement. 

U.S. Senate: A self-employed trucker from Lexington has filed paperwork to enter the race for the U.S. Senate seat now occupied by Republican Elizabeth Dole. At least two other Democrats -- Kay Hagan and Jim Neal -- have announced they're running. Lassiter, who has been in the trucking industry for more than a decade, issued a challenge Wednesday to debate any of the candidates, saying he wants to discuss topics of interest to regular people. 
Dority Running: Greg Dority, a Washington security consultant, is running for lieutenant governor. Dority has yet to set up a campaign Web site or talk to any major newspapers, but he has been meeting with various local Republican groups

Brisson Challenger: A Bladen County commissioner has announced plans to seek the House seat currently occupied by Rep. William Brisson. Greg Taylor, who has been a commissioner for 12 years, said last week that he planned to enter the race. Brisson and Taylor are both Democrats. Taylor runs the regional office of the Small Business and Technology Development Center at Fayetteville State University.  Brisson, who defeated incumbent Edd Nye in the 2006 Democratic primary, is seeking a second term.

Immigrant News

White House Revising 'No Match' Rule: A judge who stopped a new federal immigration reform rule last month has agreed to put the case on hold until March 24 so the administration can rewrite the rule to address the court's concerns.   In October, Federal District Court Judge Charles Breyer issued a temporary injunction against the rule, siding with labor unions and business groups that argued enforcement would be costly and could result in legal action from both the government and employees potentially fired over innocent mistakes, including misspelled names and typos. In September, Breyer halted about 140,000 "no match" letters the Social Security Administration was set to issue.  Breyer agreed to a government motion asking him to suspend the case while the Department of Homeland Security rewrites the rule and conducts a small-business survey, which it expects to complete by March 24.  Homeland Security officials said the administration is not abandoning the rule and still might appeal the judge's earlier ruling

Business NEWS        
Information on New I-9 Form Published:  Information on the newly amended Eligibility Verification Form (I-9) has been published in the Federal Register.  All employers are required to complete a Form I-9 for each employee hired in the United States. The new I-9 Form will become mandatory Dec. 26, 30 days after publication in the Federal Register. The revision seeks to achieve full compliance with the document reduction requirements of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 (IIRIRA), which reduced the number of documents employers may accept from newly hired employees during the employment eligibility verification process. 
Environmental NEWS

OLF Resolution: Jones County commissioners voted 3-2 against a resolution opposing a proposed Navy airfield on the border of Jones and Onslow counties. Commissioners in Pasquotank, Camden, Currituck, Gates, Hertford and Perquimans counties are all on record opposing the proposed OLF sites in Perquimans, Gates and Camden counties. The Navy’s preferred site for the OLF was in Washington and Beaufort counties. There are now 22 sites in North Carolina and Virginia under consideration. 

Commodity NEWS        
Hog Price Losses:  Hog producers are expected to continue losing money through early 2009, even if breeding herd reductions begin this winter — and that's a big "if." "The outlook is for continued large losses this fall and winter, then more moderate losses for spring and summer, before losses grow once more in the fall and winter 2008/2009,"  Purdue University Extension Economist Chris Hurt wrote in a recent report.  Hurt's prediction is based on production costs, currently in the very high $40s (per hundredweight) and growing to the low $50s if cash corn prices near $4 per bushel and soymeal prices near $300 per ton by next summer. "This outlook means the time is finally ripe for breeding herd cutbacks to occur in the first-half of 2008," Hurt said.  Some industry analysts have predicted producers may not cut back production even in the wake of losses, given their strong financial position going into the price declines and large fixed costs. The other antidote to oversupply is increased demand. A spike in domestic pork demand is not likely, said Hurt, given the slow-growing and nervous U.S. economy and large competitive meat supplies. 

Beef and Cattle Prices:  While wholesale beef prices have dropped twice as much as fed cattle prices since April, squeezing packer margins, there are several indications that both fed cattle and feeder cattle prices will continue to decline. Retail beef prices have responded to downward pressure from more abundant supplies and lower prices for competing meats. At the same time, fed cattle prices appear to be slipping from their favorable position relative to wholesale beef cutout values.

NCDA News

Midway Contract: The State Fair will go with the same midway operator for a third straight year in 2008, announced Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler. The decision to award another one-year contract to Powers Great American Midways follows a record year of attendance in 2007, with nearly 859,000 people. Troxler said that attendance, coupled with safe rides and a lucrative contract for North Carolina -- when compared to other states -- led to the decision. State law allows the State Fair to enter into a one-year contract with carnival companies without taking bids. Troxler said the one-year limit on contracts, even without bids, ensures that he and his agency monitor the situation to ensure that North Carolina gets the best deal. Powers pays the state $5.50 for each paid fair admission, then collects revenue from ride ticket sales. 

Relief Program Deadline:  Dec. 31 is the application deadline for the Golden Hay Relief Program.  The program is administered by the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services and funded by a $500,000 grant from the Golden LEAF Foundation. It will help producers of cattle, sheep, goats and horses pay for having hay and alternative forages, such as cornstalks and soybean hay, trucked to their farms from inside NC.  “Don’t wait until the last minute to submit your application,” said Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler. “Interest in this program has been strong, and we’ll have a stack of applications to review before writing checks. The sooner we get through the stack, the sooner we can send out the reimbursements.” The reimbursement amount will be determined by dividing the $500,000 by the amount of money requested by farmers in approved applications. Farmers may be reimbursed for up to 50 percent of their checks to farmers in late February. Farmers can download an application and eligibility criteria from the NCDA&CS Hay Alert Web site, www.ncagr.com/HayAlert. Or call 1-866-506-6222 weekdays.
People in the NEWS

Named: Patricia Kelder Harris has been named director of the NC Division of Soil and Water Conservation. Harris, who starts the job Dec. 1, will be the first female director of the division. Harris has worked in various capacities at the division since December 1987. 

Resigning: Courtney Hackney resigned as chair of the Coastal Resources Commission on Friday to accept a position as director of coastal biology at the University of North Florida at Jacksonville. Michele Walker, a spokeswoman for the state Division of Coastal Management, said a replacement for Hackney has not been named. 

Mark Your Calendar

The Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change will meet on Tuesday, Dec. 4 at 10 a.m., 643 Legislative Office Bldgs.
The State Energy Office is sponsoring three workshops: 

Building a Business Case for Ethanol (Dec. 4 & 6).  For more info: http://www.engr.ncsu.edu/ncsc/transportation/events.htm .
Wastewater: Clean Energy Opportunities for Local Governments (Dec. 6).  For more info: www.energystar.webex.com/tc0409l/trainingcenter/register/registerSession.
Strategic Water Technology Conference (Dec.14).  For more info: www.energync.net/waterworkshop.
[image: image4.png]NC Agribusiness Council, Inc. 2500 Regency Parkway Cary, NC 27511 office: 919-782-4063 fax: 919-654-6737 www.ncagribusiness.com




[image: image2.png]NC Agribusiness Council, Inc. 2500 Regency Parkway Cary, NC 27511 office: 919-782-4063 fax: 919-654-6737 www.ncagribusiness.com




[image: image3.png]NC Agribusiness Council, Inc. 2500 Regency Parkway Cary, NC 27511 office: 919-782-4063 fax: 919-654-6737 www.ncagribusiness.com





[image: image1.png][image: image2.png][image: image3.png][image: image4.png]