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NC/AQ Weekly News Critical to Your Agribusiness




February 18, 2008
At Murphy-Brown, the livestock production subsidiary of Smithfield Foods, Inc., we do more than produce quality pork and turkey products.  We live and work with you right here in this community, making a positive impact by providing thousands of jobs, protecting the environment and preserving family farms.  Murphy-Brown - we bring a lot to the table.
Drought NEWS
Drought Conditions: The entire state remains under severe drought conditions or worse, according to the U.S. Drought Monitor. The report released Thursday does not account for rain that fell across the state on Tuesday and Wednesday. The weekly report was no different from the drought map released last Thursday. Officials said more than 49 percent of the state faces exceptional drought conditions -- the most intense category. Those conditions extend across the middle of the state, from Rocky Mount to Asheville to Charlotte. The rest of the state is under extreme or severe drought. 

Water Shortages: State officials are working to help the 11 North Carolina communities facing the worst water shortages to identify alternative water resources, Gov. Mike Easley said Friday. All of the communities are west of the Triad. Those towns and cities are Bessemer City, Boone, Blowing Rock, Hendersonville, Lenoir, Marshall, Monroe, Robbinsville, Tryon, Valdese and Yadkinville. State officials said some of the areas need to interconnect their water systems with other communities nearby. Others need to dig deeper intake valves or add more wells. Officials are now assisting 19 other water systems struggling with water shortages. 

Immigration NEWS

Feds Promise Faster Green Card Service for Legal Immigrants: Thousands of immigrants who already are in the states legally should find their applications for permanent residency status — a.k.a. green cards — speeded along, due to a new policy on background checks on applicants. The policy enables immigration officers to approve applications if they have been in the system for more than six months, and only are missing a name check by the FBI. Right now about 47,000 green card applications have been pending for more than six months, awaiting a name check. Applications must already have cleared checks against the FBI and Department of Homeland Security fingerprint databases and other federal law enforcement databases. 

Arizona Takes Immigration Action:  The U.S. District Court for the District of Arizona on Friday upheld an Arizona law that gives the state the authority to seek to suspend and revoke the business licenses of employers that intentionally or knowingly hire workers who are not authorized to work in the United States. That law had gone into effect on Jan. 1, 2008.  The state law requires employers in the state to verify employment eligibility through E-Verify (formerly called the Basic Pilot Program) administered by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security and the Social Security Administration.
Washington NEWS
Farm Bill Spending:  House Agriculture Committee Chairman Collin Peterson and Ranking Member Bob Goodlatte have expressed a strong desire to work with Senate Agriculture Committee Chairman Tom Harkin and Ranking Member Saxby Chambliss to identify the amount of farm bill spending that will allow the conference committee to proceed with its deliberations. After meeting with Administration officials, Chairman Peterson and Ranking Member Goodlatte believe that a farm bill that could include $6 billion in new spending could be signed by the President.   In order to illustrate how the farm bill could be written utilizing the $6 billion figure in new spending, Chairman Peterson and Ranking Member Goodlatte outlined a summary of possible changes to the House-passed farm bill that includes smaller increases in funding in all areas of bill.  This framework is not a take-it-or-leave-it proposal for conferees to consider. It is a document intended to illustrate how spending might be allocated, assuming that there is $6 billion in new spending for the farm bill. The critical next step in this process is to have all parties involved – the House, the Senate and the White House –agree on an acceptable spending level. Once that is done, the conference committee can begin to make the decisions about what will be included in the final version.
Campaign NEWS

Wright's Seat: A former Wilmington City Council member has announced plans to seek the New Hanover County legislative seat currently occupied by embattled Rep. Thomas Wright. Sandra Spaulding Hughes, a retired home economics teacher, says she wants to focus on bringing jobs to the district.  Hollis Briggs, a chef and community activities, and Frankie Roberts, who runs an organization that helps ex-prisoners, have also expressed interest in seeking Wright's seat. Attorney Thom Goolsby has announced he will run as a Republican. Wright has insisted on his innocence, ignoring widespread calls for his resignation. He has also indicated he plans to run again. 

Candidate Filing: A number of candidates filed with the elections board last week.  Ronnie Anlsey, a Raleigh attorney, filed as a Democratic candidate for agriculture commissioner. Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue officially entered the race for governor on Thursday. Perdue's main Democratic opponent will be State Treasurer Richard Moore, who for years also had been considered a gubernatorial hopeful. Moore hasn't yet filed with the elections board. Two Republicans -- Sampson County pecan farmer Elbie Powers and Sen. Fred Smith of Clayton -- have also filed for governor. Also Thursday, Republican State Auditor Les Merritt and GOP U.S. Rep. Virginia Foxx filed for re-election. Hampton Dellinger, a former legal counsel to Gov. Mike Easley, is seeking the Democratic nomination for lieutenant governor. Larry Kissell, a Democrat and Biscoe Montgomery school teacher, filed for the 8th U.S. House District seat held by Republican Robin Hayes, who he nearly defeated in 2006. Democratic U.S. Reps. Brad Miller, Bob Etheridge, David Price and G.K. Butterfield filed papers to seek reelection. Democrat Duskin Lassiter, a self-employed trucker from Lexington, filed to run for the U.S. Senate seat held by Republican Elizabeth Dole. Rep. Paul Stam, R-Wake and the House Republican leader, filed for re-election. In another development, Dean R. Poirier, a N.C. Employment Security Commission attorney from Mount Olive, has filed for the N.C. Appeals Court seat held by Judge James Wynn. Three North Carolina Court of Appeals judges – John Tyson, John Arrowood and Linda Stephens-- also filed for re-election.  Meanwhile, the 3rd District U.S. House race gained another candidate. Craig Weber, a Democrat from Morehead City, filed for the race. Weber will at least face Marshall Adame of Jacksonville for the Democratic nomination. 

Business NEWS 
Donning and Doffing Lawsuit Filed Again:  A lawsuit originally filed last October against Smithfield Foods by employees seeking more compensation for donning and doffing was filed again on Jan. 29, adding the names of a few more employees who have joined the suit.  The company has spoken to lawyers for the employees and reiterated its belief that Smithfield has compensated these workers fairly, said Smithfield spokesman Dennis Pittman.  The employees are seeking back-pay from Jan. 31, 2005. 

Ag-Mart: The state Pesticide Board has voted to reconsider 271 charges against tomato grower Ag-Mart, which is accused of forcing its workers to illegally labor in fields freshly sprayed with chemicals. Ag-Mart has denied the charges, saying the state's case is based on flawed documentation. An administrative law judge had previously recommended throwing out the charges without a full hearing.  In 2005, state pesticide officials charged Ag-Mart with 369 violations of state pesticide law and asked for a fine of $184,500 — the largest ever levied. The Pesticide Board sent the complex case to the Office of Administrative Hearings for review. The state’s case was greatly weakened when two administrative law judges recommended dropping all but 17 of the charges and fining the company only $6,000. But the judge’s ruling was not binding, and final authority on the case rests with the board, which is appointed by the governor. Board members are scheduled to continue reviewing the case next week. 

House of Raeford Responds to Workplace Safety Allegations:  Raeford, N.C.-based poultry processor House of Raeford Farms said it is further investigating allegations by the Charlotte Observer that it has underreported worker injuries.  "This article does not provide an accurate portrayal of the programs, policies and practices of our company or the poultry industry," the company said in a statement, adding, "We are proactive in looking for ways to improve our safety programs." As part of an investigative report, the Charlotte Observer says it interviewed more than 120 current and former employees and a top OSHA official. Based on those interviews, the newspaper wrote that the company has ignored, intimidated or fired employees who were hurt on the job. 

People NEWS
Named: Gov. Mike Easley has appointed Jacqueline L. Brewer to the District Court bench in the 10th Judicial District in Wake County. Lawmakers created the seat last year. 

Environmental NEWS  
Coal-Fired Generators: Duke Energy will not build any more coal-fired power generators unless they have the potential to capture and sequester carbon emissions, CEO Jim Rogers said Monday. That means no coal-fired plants for the foreseeable future in North Carolina and South Carolina, where geology doesn't permit carbon-sequestration, a process that stores carbon dioxide underground. Rogers said that the company will soon petition state regulators to allow the company to sell "carbon-free electricity." He said Duke would purchase carbon offsets, such as planting trees or other ways of compensating for emissions, and pass the cost along to consumers who want to offset their environmental impact. 

Wildfires: North Carolina fire crews continued to battle three large blazes Monday as investigators sought to figure out what ignited hundreds of wildfires across the state last weekend. By midday last Monday, state officials had counted more than 300 fires that had burned nearly 9,400 acres. No injuries have been reported. North Carolina's Forestry Service cited two people for allegedly starting fires in Hoke County. Nearly 57 warnings also were issued, mostly for improper debris burning.

Plug-In Cars: Gov. Mike Easley announced a plan Tuesday to research and develop a battery in the state that could power a new generation of cars that pull over to plug in instead of gas up. Easley said his budget request to the legislature this year would include money for N.C. State University to launch a research project that could lead to a viable plug-in electric car. Easley said the project could cost up to $5 million in its first year and $1 million annually afterward. The state is applying for two grants that he wouldn't disclose to help defray the cost to taxpayers. Officials believe they can develop such a battery in two to five years. 

Commodity NEWS
Pesticide Task Force: A state task force created to evaluate pesticide use in North Carolina convened for the first time on Thursday. Chairwoman Leah Devlin, the state health director, said the group will have recommendations for closing gaps in the state's system for preventing and punishing pesticide misuse among farmers and others before the General Assembly returns to Raleigh in May. 
NCBA Looks to Double Beef Checkoff Fee:  The National Cattlemen's Beef Association proposed to increase the Beef Checkoff fee from $1 per head to $2 at the association's annual convention in Reno, Nev. Cattlemen at the meeting asked NCBA to propose to Congress a process that will allow them to vote on enhancements to the checkoff program. The motion has to be approved by Congress and voted on by the U.S. cattle industry in order to go into effect. 
NCDA NEWS

New Director of Emergency Programs:  Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler has appointed Sharron W. Stewart of Four Oaks as director of the Emergency Programs Division at NCDA&CS. She has assumed her duties.  She replaces Marty Zaluski, who left the department last year to become Montana’s state veterinarian.  
Mark Your Calendar

The ERC Underground Storage Tank Working Group will meet on Monday, Feb. 18 @ 2 p.m., 605 Legislative Office Building.

The Marine Fisheries Commission will hold a public hearing on proposed rules and amendments on Tuesday, Feb. 19 at 7 p.m., DENR Regional Office, 942 Washington Square Mall, Washington.

The Joint Legislative Committee on Agricultural Drought Response will meet on Wednesday, Feb. 20 at 10 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
The Marine Fisheries Commission Northeast Advisory Committee will meet on Thursday, Feb. 21 at 6:30 p.m., Dare County Commissioners’ Room, 204 Ananias Dare St., Manteo. Contact: Sara Winslow, 252-264-3911.
The Marine Fisheries Commission will hold a public hearing on proposed rules and amendments on Thursday, Feb. 21 at 7 p.m., UNCW Center for Marine Science, 5600 Marvin K. Moss Lane, Wilmington. Contact: Catherine Blum, 252-808-8013.
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