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Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

February 19, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

Black Plea: Former House Speaker Jim Black, who resigned from the Legislature Wednesday, pleaded guilty Thursday to taking at least $25,000 in cash from chiropractors while helping push legislation benefiting them. The single charge of corruptly accepting things of value could carry a prison sentence of 10 years and a fine of $250,000, although a much shorter prison term is likely. Black also agreed to cooperate with federal prosecutors in their ongoing corruption investigation, with the plea agreement even calling on the Mecklenburg County Democrat to take a lie detector test if called upon to do so.  Black is scheduled to be sentenced on May 14. Until then, he was released on $10,000 unsecured bond. U.S. Attorney George Holding said the investigation will continue but declined to say whether other criminal indictments are likely. "It's a continuing investigation, and pleading guilty is an important step," Holding said. 

Agricultural Centers: To help small farms with cost of doing business, some legislators are suggesting the state establish regional agricultural processing centers. At a breakfast meeting between Orange County Commissioners and the county's legislative delegation, lawmakers said the state should consider building a local value-added processing center as a pilot for a potential statewide program. Farmers could use such centers to wash their produce before selling it.  Farmers could also purchase equipment for the center that may be too expensive for small farms to purchase individually. Sen. Ellie Kinnaird said she plans to meet with the state's agriculture commissioner soon to suggest the state establish such an agricultural processing center.  The county commissioners had asked the delegation for $15,000 to conduct a study to determine whether such a center would work in Orange County. 

Smoking Regulations:  This year's legislative session may be one of the toughest yet on smoking. Legislators have filed two bills that would allow cities in the nation's leading tobacco-producing state to ban smoking in public places, and another that would ban public smoking statewide is expected to be filed soon. Currently, cities can’t enact their own laws more restrictive than state law. The law allows state employers to designate some areas as nonsmoking, but not ban it altogether.   Senate Majority Leader Tony Rand, who introduced one of the smoking regulation bills, said the legislation would allow cities to set their own rules. "I think this is something that towns ought to control. One size does not fit all," said Rand, D-Cumberland. But that approach, according to lobbyist Roger Bone, is problematic because of the lack of uniformity. "How would a person that smokes know what to do in Greensboro or Fayetteville or Raleigh if they all have different rules?" said Bone, who noted that he hasn't yet been instructed to try to defeat the bills. Rick Glazier, D-Cumberland, said a House bill will be introduced seeking a statewide ban based on the recommendation of a House committee on health care. Before 1993, cities had the authority to make their own rules about smoking in public places. Glazier, who co-sponsored the House bill that would allow cities to regulate smoking, said that he supports going back to local control if a statewide ban is not approved. 
Campaign NEWS
2008 Polling: Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue remains the early leader in the 2008 Democratic primary for governor. Perdue is favored by 38 percent of those surveyed in a new statewide poll conducted by Public Policy Polling of Raleigh. State Treasurer Richard Moore was the choice of 23 percent, while state Rep. Bill Faison was at 7 percent. On the Republican side, Salisbury attorney Bill Graham led with 21 percent, followed by former N.C. Supreme Court Justice Bob Orr with 15 percent, state Sen. Robert Pittenger with 7 percent and state Sen. Fred Smith with 5 percent. The poll of 735 likely Republican primary voters and 584 likely Democratic primary voters was taken Feb. 5 and 6. The surveys had a margin of error, respectively, of 3.6 percentage points and 4 percentage points. 
Washington NEWS

Tobacco Watch: A bipartisan group of Washington lawmakers have renewed an effort to empower the government to regulate cigarettes as a drug. In a move that could reshape the tobacco industry, the lawmakers said they were introducing a bill to put cigarettes and other tobacco products under the authority of the Food and Drug Administration. The sponsors said the legislation would allow the FDA to prevent tobacco advertising targeting children; prevent sale of tobacco products to minors; reduce tobacco product toxicity; and prevent misleading claims about the dangers of smoking. The Senate passed legislation a few years ago to give the FDA tobacco authority, but a companion House measure died.

Senators Pitch Safe Food Act Again:  U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin (D-Ill.) and Rep. Rosa DeLauro (D-Conn.) have re-introduced in Congress a bill that would consolidate into a single food-safety agency the 15 separate federal branches currently charged with protecting the country's food supply.  The two Congress members are pushing for new hearings on the Safe Food Act, a bill they have tried to enact for more than 10 years. They re-introduced it simultaneously in both chambers of Congress.  "From the E. coli outbreak that pulled spinach off store shelves to the Taco Bell outbreak that sickened individuals, it is clear that our food safety structure is collapsing and endangering public health," DeLauro said.  The law would hatch a new agency, named the Food Safety Administration, which would carry out the regular, random inspection of all food processing plants, the increased oversight of imported foods, and the adoption of more stringent standards for tracing foods to their point of origin.  Lawmakers are hoping such a consolidation would eliminate the bureaucratic confusion caused by the existing setup, a network in which, for example, the Food and Drug Administration oversees frozen cheese pizza, while USDA presides over frozen pepperoni pizza. The 15 distinct agencies collectively administer at least 30 laws.
Business NEWS        
Largest Manufacturer: North Carolina's forest products industry has become the state's largest manufacturing industry, surpassing the textile industry based on employment and wages, according to figures collected by the College of Natural Resources at North Carolina State University. The number of people working in the state logging, wood products, paper and furniture industries as of the middle of 2006 was more than 103,000, compared to 82,000 in textile mills, textile product mills and apparel manufacturing. Forest products industries paid annual wages of $3.6 billion. Annual textile industry wages were $2.5 billion. 

Smithfield Outperforms Wall Street Predictions:  Pork processor Smithfield Foods Inc. said today it anticipates third-quarter earnings of 53 to 56 cents per share, down from 63 cents a year ago but better than the average Wall Street forecast.  Wall Street analysts on average had expected 41 cents per share.   A "significant decline" in hog production earnings was partially offset by sharply higher earnings in its international segment and approximately 4 cents per diluted share in tax-related adjustments, Smithfield said.

Farms in Corridors May Get Break:  Farms in economic-development corridors will likely be allowed in Davidson County's voluntary agricultural district program.  Davidson County commissioners voted 6-1 Tuesday night to allow Hillcrest Farm, Creekside Plantation and Goldprint Farm into the program, which encourages the preservation of farmland.  Fred McClure, the chairman of the board of commissioners, voted against allowing the farms into the program because, he said, it went against the county's land-use plan. County officials had declined to include the farms in the district because they were in an area that had been identified as being suitable for industrial development. Guy Cornman, the county’s planning director, said that planners will consider eliminating the section in the agricultural-district ordinance that deals with economic-development corridors. That section says that land in economic-development corridors should not be allowed in the voluntary agricultural district.  Commissioner Billy Joe Kepley said that it was a mistake for county planners to include the farms in the corridor, especially because Parsons and Everhart have said they have no intention of selling their land.
Commodity NEWS        
U.S. Cattle Herd Rises Slightly:  Total U.S. cattle numbers totaled 97 million head on Jan. 1, slightly above the 96.7 million reported on Jan 1, 2006, according USDA-National Agricultural Statistics Service released the annual cattle report on Feb. 2.   This marked the third straight year of cyclically increasing numbers, which still may be on track for the six years of buildup in cattle inventory that usually occurs in a typical cattle cycle. Beef cows and heifers that have calved declined 0.3 percent, from 32.99 million head in 2006 to 32.89 million in 2007.  Overall numbers confirm that the drought in the southern, central and northern Plains caused beef cow liquidation in those areas. Beef cow slaughter was up about 18 percent for the year and approached 40 percent higher during August, when the drought was at its peak. Beef cow numbers likely would have been up by 1 percent to 1.5 percent in 2007 had normal precipitation occurred in the Plains.
People in the NEWS

Appointed: Gov. Mike Easley announced a number of appointments last week:

Thomas F. Cecich, Apex, Dr. Ernest W. Larkin, Greenville, and Darryl D. Moss, Creedmoor, to the North Carolina Environmental Management Commission. Cecich is a safety, health and environmental management consultant for TFC and Associates. Larkin is the chief medical officer at Pitt County Memorial Hospital and assistant dean of operations at the Brody School of Medicine. Moss is a client manager for Champion Solutions Group and is the mayor of Creedmoor.


USDA News

Increased Ethanol Output Will Force Expansion of U.S. Corn Crop:   Ethanol production will drive corn output up to 12.065 billion bushels in the 2007-08 marketing year, with additional increased corn planting over the next decade, the U.S. Department of Agriculture said Wednesday.  In its annual "baseline" report, USDA said the next four years would see the strongest growth of U.S. corn and corn-based ethanol production, but by 2016 the U.S. corn crop should top 14 billion bushels, 4.3 billion of which will be used for about 12 billion gallons of corn-based ethanol.   Meantime, corn prices continue to skyrocket. On average, corn growers received $3-$3.40 per bushel for the 2006-07 marketing year while corn was about $2 per bushel in 2005-06. In its baseline report, USDA forecast a per bushel price of $3.50 for 2007-08 and $3.60 per bushel the next year.   Corn-crop expansion will no doubt lead to fewer soybeans, USDA concluded in its forecast. Last year, American soybean farmers yielded 3.188 billion bushels of soybeans, but USDA says that that number will decline through 2009, bottoming out at 2.88 billion bushels. To keep up with expansion, total farmland acreage enrolled in the government's land-idling program — the Conservation Reserve Program — will drop to 32.2 million acres in 2009, according to USDA's report. This year, 37.1 million acres will be enrolled in the program in which farmers are paid to idle land considered environmentally sensitive.  Last week, USDA Secretary Mike Johanns said he may consider allowing farmers early release from the idling program to plant more corn.
Japan Suspends Beef Imports From Tyson Plant:  Springdale, Ark.-based Tyson Foods is investigating how beef from older animals wound up in a shipment bound for Japan. The country has suspended all product from the plant, located in Lexington, Neb.  Packers at the plant somehow included among the Tokyo-bound shipment two boxes containing a total of 95 pounds of boneless ribs from cattle more than 21 months old, violating Japan's 21-month-or-younger threshold for U.S. beef imports.  "The boxes were mistakenly included in a shipment destined for export," said Gary Mickelson, spokesman for Tyson. Mickelson indicated the beef derived from animals younger than 30 months old, and did not contain any specified risk materials associated with bovine spongiform encephalopathy.  Japan's Ministries of Health and Agriculture decided to halt shipments from the Lexington plant until Japan can collect additional information from U.S. authorities and Tyson.. 
Mark Your Calendar

AgForum with Etheridge – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend an Agribusiness Forum with Congressman Bob Etheridge on March 2 at 11:30 am at the Willow Pond Farmstead in Coates, NC. RSVP is required – seats are limited. Contact the Council at 919-782-4063 for ticket information.
The Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change will meet on Thursday, Feb. 22 at 2 p.m., 643 Legislative Office Building.

The N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission will begin a three-day meeting on Thursday, Feb. 22 at 7 p.m., Marriott, Carolina Beach. Contact: Nancy Fish, 800-682-2632. 

The Marine Fisheries Commission Hard Clam and Oyster FMP Advisory Committee will meet on Monday, Feb. 26 at 6 p.m., Room 305, CMAST Building, Carteret Community College, 303 College Circle, Morehead City. Contact: Mike Marshall, 800-682-2632.
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