 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

February 20, 2006


Legislative NEWS

Horton Seat.  The Forsyth County Republican Party has postponed selecting a replacement for state Senator Ham Horton. State law and GOP regulations require vacant elected positions be filled by the party’s executive committee in the county in which the vacancy occurred.  The appointment is expected to happen in March.

Debt Capacity.  NC can take on more than $214 million in new debt annually for the next 10 years and remain financially sound according to State Treasurer Richard Moore. The figures are part of his yearly debt affordability study given to the Governor and legislators.

Campaign NEWS

Reform Plan.  The head of the State Democratic party put forward a political reform plan going well beyond proposals discussed by legislative committees, including prohibitions on any transfers of campaign dollars from candidate to candidate and lowing campaign contributions from $4,000 to $2,000.  The proposal by Democratic party chair Jerry Meeks also calls for bans on converting campaign cash to personal use, the use of special budget provisions and any use of public money to contract with lobbyists.  Other parts of the plan include an independent ethics panel, a ban on all gifts from lobbyists to legislators and top executive branch officials and a three-day waiting period between the publication of a final state budget and any floor vote.  

Competition for Black.  With House Speaker Jim Black involved in a series of investigations, Republicans announced, with much fanfare, that they have recruited Hal Jordan, 46, of Charlotte to challenge Black’s bid for re-election to the house.  Jordan is a software salesman for IBM, who has been active in local Republican politics. But taking on Black will not be easy since he represents a strong Democratic district, not to mention the million dollar war chest he has at his disposal.

Not Running. Rep. Paul Miller of Durham announced he would not seek a fourth term in the 29th District of the NC General Assembly. 

Light Ballot.  Election offices buzzed on Monday as 66 incumbents and challengers filed on the first day of candidate filing, possibly masking what is predicted to be a relatively subdued campaign season.  With 2006 being the first time since 1994 without a race for President or US Senate, campaigns for the courts and congressional seats are the highest-profile races.  The filing period runs through Feb. 28.

Send in the Marines.  The Democrats are sending in the Marines to invade the turf of congressional Republicans – literally.  Craig Weber, a former Marine and a retired TV meteorologist from Carteret County has filed against Republican Congressman Walter Jones for District 3.  And Timothy Dunn, a lieutenant colonel in the Marine reserves and an Iraq veteran, entered the race against Republican Congressman Robin Hayes in the 8th District.  

Congressional Challenges.  Bill Glass, a 49-year old salesman from Charlotte is taking on Republican Congresswoman Sue Myrick for the 9th district, which has been in Republican hands for 52 years. Asheville businessman Clyde Michael Morgan filed in the 11th District for the seat held by Republican Congressman Charles Taylor, although Morgan is expected to have to compete with former NFL quarterback Heath Shuler for the Democratic primary nomination.  And Ada Fisher, a Salisbury physician is challenging Democratic Congressman Mel Watt for the 12 District seat, although she will face a Republican primary against Vernon Robinson, a former Winston-Salem council member and the candidate who won the most votes in the 2004 Republican primary for the 5th district before losing in a runoff against Foxx.

Making Noise. Republican Congressman Patrick McHenry is running for re-election in a solid GOP district, and if he wins again, Congress’ youngest member can probably look forward to many years in Washington. McHenry though has been busy trying to scare challengers (even from his own party) by circulating bullish poll numbers, airing early campaign ads and trumpeting his success at raising money.  McHenry has held fundraisers in all 10 counties in his district, raising more money - $871,595 – than any other member of the NC Congressional delegation.

People in the NEWS

Frank Whitney was nominated by President Bush to be United States District Judge for the Western part of NC. Whitney currently serves as the US Attorney for the Eastern District of NC and has overseen the public corruption prosecutions of former Congressman Frank Balance and former state Agriculture Commission Meg Scott Phipps – both of whom are currently serving sentences in a federal prison.

David Hilton, of Ocracoke, has been appointed by Governor Easley to the Marine Fisheries Commission. Hilton is a self-employed commercial fisherman and owner of Soundwaves Seafood.

Warren “Pete” Oldham, 79, a former state representative and administrator at Winston-Salem State University died this week. 

Kirsten Ward, has been hired by the NC Democratic Party as the political director for the central part of the state.

State Board of Elections NEWS

Black Probe. A top investigator for the State Board of Elections alleges that House Speaker Jim Black’s campaign violated state law by accepting contributions in excess of legal limits by giving contributions in the name of another contributor and by accepting more than $27,000 in contributions from businesses saying several of those violations involved actions by Black himself, including filling in the payee line on incomplete checks written by other optometrists.  The board did not immediately deal with the allegations but will re-start the inquiry before mid-March, when lawyers for Black’s campaign will be able to present evidence and call witnesses.  Board members could conclude there was no wrongdoing, recommend changes in the law to the General Assembly, impose fines, or forward the case to Wake County Prosecutors. 

Federal Probe It appears a federal grand jury may be interested in the incomplete checks that optometrists gave to the leader of their political action committee, which then sent them to candidates in what some say is a violation of state law. 

Wake Probe.  The State Board of Elections referred the political fundraising activities of former state Rep. Michael Decker and Scott Edwards, treasurer of the NC Optometric Society PAC, to the Wake County district attorney for review.  Larry Leake, chairman of the elections board said they want the DA to determine if any laws may have been violated.

Washington NEWS        
Federal Funds. The Piedmont Trial International Airport will be receiving $12.2 million to construct the parallel runway and taxiways that will serve the airport’s growth needs and the planned FedEx cargo hub scheduled for 2009.

Privacy Problems. The USDA announced this week that it had inadvertently released the Social Security and tax identification numbers of 350,000 tobacco farmers when the department responded to Freedom of Information Act requests about the tobacco buyout program.  Eight groups received the information and all agreed to not disclose it, destroy copies or return computer disks containing the information.  However, the USDA is notifying farmers and quota owners affected and encouraging them to get copies of their credit reports to make sure their credit records have not been compromised.

NCDA&CS NEWS

Quarantine. The NCDA is expanding a state quarantine to include 71 counties for the imported fire ant in a continuing effort to monitor and address this pest. This means that residents and business owners in these areas now must obtain a permit before moving plants, sod and related equipment into or through non-infested areas.  The new areas are Lincoln, Iredell and Rutherford.  Certificates can be obtained from a local plant protection specialist or by contacting the Plant Protection Section of NCDA.

Commodity NEWS        

BSE Results. All tests show that the 46 herd mates and offspring of a dairy cow, which was discovered to have died from bovine spongiform encephalopathy in a northern Japanese state, had not contracted the disease, despite eating the same tainted feed the cow consumed.

Record Pork.  For the 15th consecutive year, pork exports rose in 2005 to $2.635 billion. Japan was the #1 importer of US pork with Mexico remaining the #2 importer. Canada, China/Hong Kong and South Korea are the top 5.  

Beef Up.  Beef sales rose, at least against the disastrous numbers of 2004, but with three customers  - including Japan, South Korea and Russia – still banning US beef, sales were still far below 2003 levels.  Mexico was the single largest customer. Total worldwide exports of $1.365 billion, however, were less than 2003 exports to Japan alone.  And about 15,000 pounds of US beef arrived in Taiwan this past week and cleared customs same day.  Taiwan, like South Korea, allows only boneless beef from animals under 30 months of age to enter the country from the US.  Taiwan lifted its ban on US beef last April, but reimposed it in early June when the US reported that an earlier case of BSE had tested positive – actually the US’s first native case of BSE.  

Japan Inspects. Japan announced it is sending inspectors to US beef facilities following reports from a senior USDA official last week that 20 downer cattle - animals that have difficulty walking is thought to be symptom of mad cow disease -  were slaughtered for human consumption at US plants.  

Farm Bill Prediction. Senate Ag Committee Chairman Saxby Chambliss (R-Ga) says that less money will be on the table for the next the Farm Bill than was available in 2002. Ag Secretary Mike Johanns agrees that changes would be made to farm policy.

Avian Flu on 3 Continents. Animal and human health officials in Europe, Africa and Asia continued to report new cases of the deadly H5N1 strain of avian influenza among poultry and wild birds.  The European Union has banned importation of untreated feathers. Azerbaijan has been added to the list of countries where the lethal strain has been found. Indonesian Ag Minister said that humans are dying of bird flue in greater numbers and more quickly. Sweden has reintroduced measures requiring all poultry to be kept indoors. Greece confirmed a fourth bird sample – from a wild goose – tested positive. The German government has the same requirement as of Friday. Russia reports the H5N1 strain has been found among ducks and swans along the Black Sea and Iran reported that 135 swans died near the Caspian Sea. The latest death due to avian flue was in China when a 20-year old female farmer died.  And UN Food and Agriculture Organization officials just back from Nigeria say the virus may have been spreading in Africa long before officials knew it had arrived on that continent.

Crop Payments.  The USDA announced that it will begin issuing second partial counter-cyclical payments for 2005-crop corn, grain sorghum, barley, upland cotton, rice and peanuts under the Direct and Counter-cyclical payment program (DCP).  Producers enrolled in DCP may receive payments as authorized by the ‘02 Farm Bill. 

Grange AgSummit.  Orange county farmers and residents learned more about local agriculture issues at the annual Orange County Agricultural Summit at the Schley Grange Hall. 

Complicated Buyout.  NC officials says the 2005 tobacco buyout program which eliminated the support structure has created a confusing tax situation for many growers – subjecting some to three separate federal taxes on payments. 

Seasonal Labor.  Two years ago, the Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC) signed an agreement with the NC Growers Association that would allow the union to encourage these legal, but temporary, workers to join the FLOC union. These temporary workers are legally brought to the US under the federal H2A program to work seasonal agriculture jobs and then upon completion of their contract, the workers return to their country of origin.  At the time the contract was sign, NCGA had approximately 1000 farmers who hired about 10,000 workers per year.  But two years later, NCGA is down to only 500 growers who will bring in about 5000 workers.  The biggest problem – the rising costs of the H2A program, which requires farmers to pay a wage that is well above prevailing wage that would be paid to US workers for the same wage as well as all expenses to and from their country of origin (including bribes on the other side of the border from foreign bureaucrats) as well as their housing expenses in the US.

Mark Your Calendar        

Tuesday, Feb 21.  At 10:00 am, the Joint Study committee on Emergency Preparedness and Disaster Management Recovery will meet in room 643 in the Legislative Office Building (LOB). At the same time, the Joint Legislative Transportation Oversight Committee will meet in room 1228 in the Legislative Building (LB). That same day at 1:00 pm, the Government Operations subcommittee on Natural & Economic Resources/Transportation will meet in room 605 LOB.

Wednesday, Feb 22. At 1:30 pm, the House Select Committee on Ethics and Governmental Reform will meet in room 544 LOB.

Friday, Feb. 24. At 11:00 am, the NC Turnpike Authority Board will meet in the NC DOT Transportation Building in room 150 at 1 South Wilmington Street in Raleigh.













North Carolina Agribusiness Council

3701 National Drive, Suite 211 * Raleigh, NC  27612

phone 919-782-4063, fax: 919-782-4064

[image: image1.png]agribusiness





