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NC Legislative NEWS

Budget Proposal: Gov. Mike Easley proposed a budget Thursday that he says will cut income taxes for the state's poorest citizens while keeping a pair of "temporary" taxes the Legislature wants to scale back. The $20.1 billion spending plan for the year starting July 1 is heavy on education and includes $6 million for Farmland Preservation.. The budget is 6.4 percent larger than last year's $18.9 billion budget. Easley also wants legislators to approve $1.4 billion in bond referenda for the statewide ballot in November, most of which would be used for university buildings, prison expansions and water and sewer improvements. Democratic leaders at the Legislature, who hope to get the two-year budget approved and back to Easley for his signature before July, generally were pleased with Easley's recommendations, although they will probably differ in the details. 
Campaign NEWS
National Press: State Treasurer Richard Moore, a Democrat who is considering a run for  governor, is the subject of a story in Forbes magazine that criticizes him for taking contributions from investment firms who are getting a piece of the state pension fund. "Pensions, Pols, Payola" is the headline of the article in the upcoming issue of Forbes. Since winning re-election in 2004, Moore has raised $381,000 from investment firms for his campaign committee and another $163,000 for his fiscal education foundation, Forbes reports. Of the 90 firms that invest in North Carolina funds, 40 have employees who have donated to Moore's campaign. Jay Reiff, Moore's political consultant, said the article failed to point out that North Carolina's pension fund has been rated as among the best-run in the country. He said Moore has followed the law in accepting contributions. "This political hit piece by a Wall Street publication is clear evidence that Treasurer Moore has made some enemies in the financial world by calling for more accountability in America's corporate board rooms," Reiff said. 

Campaign Trail: U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole has announced her intentions to run for a second term in what she calls "the worst political environment in memory." Dole spent the past two years as chairwoman of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, leading the party through a difficult election that saw Democrats take control of the Senate. She had been slow to form a campaign staff and reported raising only $245,016 in campaign funds at the end of 2006 -- a relatively small amount for an incumbent. Dole strategist Mark Stephens said the senator doesn't feel a sense of urgency because Democrats have had difficulty recruiting a viable candidate to compete. 

Morgan Appeal: Former House Co-speaker Richard Morgan has dropped his court appeal of a campaign complaint which he had filed against a 527 group financed by party rival and former Rep. Art Pope. Morgan lawyer Michael Weisel said the appeal is being dropped because the U.S. Supreme Court has agreed to hear the case, McCain v. Wisconsin Right to Life, in which the same issues will largely be considered. "It no longer made sense to spend Richard Morgan's money or anyone else's money to pursue this," Weisel said. "It also was not a prudent expense of taxpayer dollars." Morgan's lawyers also announced that a legal trust fund established to pursue the case would fully refund donors. 
Washington NEWS

Union-Friendly Bill Passes Committee:  The U.S. House Education and Labor Committee approved a bill that would make it easier for workers to form unions.  Next up for the Employee Free Choice Act will be a full debate on the House floor. The law would require employers to recognize unions through the "card-check" process and impose stiffer penalties against employers who violate labor laws. The American Meat Institute has joined a coalition of business groups that oppose the bill, which, they assert, strips workers of their right to make a private decision in the traditional practice of voting on a secret ballot. Five North Carolina Congressmen are sponsors of this bill – Etheridge, Butterfield, Miller, Price and Watt.
Environmental NEWS

Energy Initiative: President Bush visited North Carolina Thursday to promote energy initiatives to cut U.S. gas consumption. Bush has proposed a fivefold increase of the use of alternative fuels, such as ethanol or soybean-based biodiesel, by 2017. The proposal is expected to get widespread support in Congress, but production of ethanol from corn is expected to fall short of meeting such an increase. Speaking during a panel discussion at the Novozymes biotech plant in Franklinton, Bush advocated for researching ways to produce ethanol made from wood chips, switchgrass and other feedstocks. Novozymes currently performs such research. 

Program to Turn Hog Waste into Electricity: The North Carolina Pork Council asked local legislators Monday to approve a pilot program in which hog waste is converted to electricity.  Technology to capture methane gas from farms' anaerobic treatment system and convert it into electricity was developed by Smithfield Foods' livestock-production subsidiary Murphy-Brown LLC.  "This pilot program will help us see if it will be possible for producers to sell energy at a rate that allows them to justify the capital investment and cover the operating expenses for these projects," said R.C. Hunt, a contract hog producer and president of the North Carolina Pork Council.  If the program takes flight, the electricity generated would be purchased at about 18 cents per kilowatt hour, much more than the approximately 5 cents per hour usually paid. The proposal calls for a seven-year pilot program.
Hog Lagoons: With the end of a 10-year state moratorium on new hog waste lagoons approaching, environmentalists and neighbors of hog farms have asked legislators to permanently ban new lagoons. Several dozen people gathered at the legislature on Tuesday to request the ban, saying lagoons harbor contamination and breed illness. The group also expressed frustration that the state hasn't yet pushed hog producers to do more than finance a study of alternative waste management systems. The state's moratorium banning new lagoons is set to end in September. Also Tuesday, Rep. Dewey Hill, D-Columbus, filed a measure to extend the existing moratorium on new swine farms and lagoons by three years, to September 2010. 
Business NEWS        
Smithfield-Premium Buyout: Kansas City, Mo.-based Premium Standard Farms announced that its common stockholders have approved an acquisition agreement with Smithfield Foods. More than 85 percent of Premium Standard Farms shareholders voted in favor of the deal.  Under terms of the agreement, Premium Standard will become a wholly owned subsidiary of Smithfield, Va.-based Smithfield Foods, and each outstanding share of its stock will be converted into the right to receive 0.678 of a share of Smithfield common stock and $1.25 in cash. The transaction is still subject to government approvals and other closing conditions 
Hundreds Quit Smithfield Plant:  Hundreds of workers have left their jobs or have refused to come to work at Smithfield Packing Co.'s Tar Heel, N.C., plant since federal agents initiated a crackdown on illegal immigrants, the company said.  The world's largest hog slaughterhouse is now missing about 300 employees, a void that has led to slower production and overtime work. Some have tendered resignation letters and collected unused vacation pay, while others have quit without notice after having been identified in November as having unverifiable employment papers, Smithfield spokesman Dennis Pittman told reporters.
Commodity NEWS        
Wine and Dine: North Carolina is among the top states for wine and culinary tourism, according to a survey of U.S. travelers conducted by the Travel Industry Association. The state ranked fifth among respondents for food-related travel destinations, tying with Georgia. Meanwhile, North Carolina ranked third as a wine-related travel destination, tying with Missouri Oregon and Pennsylvania. California took the top spot on both lists. 

Mexico Tops Destinations for U.S. Beef Exports: On both a volume and value basis, Mexico was the top destination for U.S. beef exports in 2006, according to the U.S. Meat Export Federation.  The volume of beef exports to Mexico increased 32 percent to 371,087 metric tons, while the value jumped 33 percent to $1.17 billion. Beef and variety meat exports to all destinations rose 39 percent by volume to 655,920 metric tons and 50 percent in value to $2.04 billion.  In terms of volume, Mexico was also the top market in 2006 for U.S. pork, USMEF reported, while Japan was the top value market for pork, at $1.04 billion. Overall, 2006 pork and variety meat exports totaled 1.26 million metric tons, up 9 percent from 2005, while their value also rose 9 percent, to $2.86 billion.
Hottest Poultry Export Market:  China and Hong Kong edged out Russia in December as the top importer of U.S. chicken meat and paws, according to data from the Foreign Agricultural Service.  For the month, shipments to China totaled 55,929 metric tons, valued at $41.9 million. Combined meat and paw exports to China were up 64 percent in volume, to 471,788 tons, and 50 percent in value, to $373.1 million.  Total U.S. broiler export volume worldwide increased 1 percent last year to 2.4 million metric tons, while total export value fell 12 percent to $1.9 billion.
People in the NEWS

Turkey Federation’s New Legislative Director:  The National Turkey Federation has appointed a new lobbyist to handle policy formation and advocacy in Washington. In his new position, Damon Wells will be responsible for all aspects of NTF's legislative affairs program, and also will direct TURPAC, the federation's political action committee..

NCDA&CS : Raymond A. Starling has been appointed general counsel for the state Department of Agriculture. Starling has been an associate in Hunton & Williams LLP's Raleigh Office, practicing primarily in the area of commercial litigation. Starling has also concentrated on developing a working knowledge of legal issues facing the agricultural and agribusiness sectors, according to the agriculture department. As general counsel, Starling will assist the department in various legal matters related to legislation, rulemaking, policy development, boards and commissions, and departmental operations. 

USDA News

Timeline Set for Risk-Based Inspection:  The USDA's Food Safety Inspection Service established a timeline to implement a risk-based approach to its oversight of the nation's meat and poultry processing plants. FSIS Under Secretary Dr. Richard Raymond said that, beginning in April, the program will roll out at 30 "prototype" sites representing about 250 pure processing facilities of varying geography and product type. For now, slaughterhouses will remain exempt from the program.  If all goes well, Raymond said, FSIS will increase its coverage to as many as 150 prototype locations by Jan. 1, 2008, and work to fully implement the program by mid-summer of the same year.  Raymond explained that the risk-based approach won't change the frequency of inspections, only the "intensity" of them. "We're no longer treating every plant just like every other plant down the road," he said.  Two factors will determine the level of inspections. First is a combination of product volume and inherent product risk at a given facility. FSIS also will evaluate a plant's track record at controlling risk. 
Long-Term Meat Consumption Projections:  The USDA projects that annual per capita consumption of meat and poultry will fall from 223 pounds in 2007 to a low of 213 pounds in 2012. In its report, the agency cited production adjustments due to higher feed costs caused by ethanol production and gains in respective imports. Growth will resume after the low in 2012, but, at about 219 pounds in 2016, consumption will remain lower than in recent years.
Mark Your Calendar

Senate Committee on Agriculture/Environment/Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, February, 27 at 11 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building. 
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 fourth annual N.C. Sustainable Energy Conference begins on Wednesday, March 7 at 5:30 p.m. U.S. Sen. Tom Daschle, special policy advisor with Alston & Bird, LLP, and former U.S. Senate majority leader, serves as the keynote speaker, McKimmon Center, Raleigh. Contact: Jill Lucas, 807-2496.
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