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February 5, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

Budget Talk: Despite a $285 million surplus, North Carolina will likely face a couple of tough budget years because of a moderately-growing economy and rising Medicaid costs, legislative budget analysts said Tuesday. Legislative economist Barry Boardman predicted that growth in tax collections the next two fiscal years would be below typical growth, meaning less money in state coffers to meet growing demands created by a rising population and escalating medical costs. Boardman's comments came during the first of several budget briefings for legislators scheduled this week. Fiscal analysts said they expected to know more about this year's revenue when January tax collection numbers become available in the next few days. 
Hazardous Waste: Hazardous waste storage facilities would be required to undergo more inspections and provide information about what chemicals are stored on site under a bill filed Monday. The measure includes changes to state law suggested by the Hazardous Waste Materials Task Force. The bill would require commercial hazardous waste facilities to renew their permits at least every five years instead of the current 10-year cycle. Property owners would be notified if they live within a quarter-mile of a proposed storage site.  Other task force recommendations in the bill require facilities to have 24-hour security to discover problems, and to provide funding if state or local emergency officials respond to spills or fires at the chemical storage site. The bill doesn't provide money to create a high-tech system that would provide updated data to emergency responders about hazardous materials stored at sites, which had been recommended by the task force. 
Campaign NEWS
New Candidate for Lieutenant Governor:  Dan Besse, a Winston-Salem city councilman, attorney, and former coastal regulator, has announced he will run for lieutenant governor in 2008, saying he would work to balance population growth and resource protection. Besse joins an already crowded Democratic field for the No. 2 job in state government. Former state deputy attorney general Hampton Dellinger has kicked off his campaign, while Sen. Walter Dalton and Canton Mayor Pat Smathers also are seeking the nomination. Besse has served on the North Carolina Environmental Management Commission and state Coastal Resources Commission.  

No Run: After further thought, Sen. Janet Cowell, D-Wake, has decided that she won't be running for state treasurer in 2008. Cowell had been considering a run for the post, but said Tuesday that she had decided that she will instead seek another Senate term. Cowell said she had spent a lot of time in recent months studying the duties of state treasurer, but had concluded that she is better suited for the broader policy considerations of a legislator. 

Running: Former state Supreme Court Justice Bob Orr, who has filed legal challenges to North Carolina's tax incentive programs and the new lottery since leaving the bench, has announced he will run for governor in 2008. Orr said Tuesday that he will soon file paperwork creating the campaign committee that will allow him to start raising money for a gubernatorial bid. Orr is the first Republican to formally announce his intention to replace Democratic Gov. Mike Easley, who is barred by term limits from seeking a third term.  Orr served on the state Court of Appeals for eight years and the Supreme Court for 10 years before stepping down in 2004 to become executive director of the North Carolina Institute for Constitutional Law. Sen. Fred Smith, R-Johnston, and Salisbury attorney Bill Graham are also considering a bid for the 2008 Republican nomination for governor. 
Washington NEWS

2007 Farm Bill Proposals:  Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns unveiled the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 2007 farm bill proposals. The more than 65 proposals correspond to the 2002 farm bill titles with additional special focus areas, including specialty crops, beginning farmers and ranchers, and socially disadvantaged producers.  Some highlights of the proposals include (funding reflects ten year totals):  increase conservation funding by $7.8 billion, simplify and consolidate conservation programs, create a new Environmental Quality Incentives Program and a Regional Water Enhancement Program; provide $1.6 billion in new funding for renewable energy research, development and production, targeted for cellulosic ethanol, which will support $2.1 billion in guaranteed loans for cellulosic projects and includes $500 million for a bio-energy and bio-based product research initiative; target nearly $5 billion in funding to support specialty crop producers by increasing nutrition in food assistance programs, including school meals, through the purchase of fruits and vegetables, funding specialty crop research, fighting trade barriers and expanding export markets.  The Administration’s 2007 farm bill proposals would spend approximately $10 billion less than the 2002 farm bill spent over the past five years (excluding ad-hoc disaster assistance), upholding the President’s plan to eliminate the deficit in five years. These proposals would provide approximately $5 billion more than the projected spending if the 2002 farm bill were extended.  The proposals are available at www.usda.gov/farmbill. Also posted on USDA’s website are the Farm Bill Forum transcripts, farm bill comments submitted by the public, theme papers summarizing the comments and USDA analysis papers.

Proposed Bill Would Ban Slaughter of 'Downed' Animals:  Legislation that would ban the slaughter of "downed" animals, such as cattle that cannot stand or walk because of illness or injury, has been introduced by Rep. Steven LaTourette (R-Ohio) and Rep. Gary Ackerman (D-N.Y.).  The "Downed Animal and Food Safety Protection Act" has 75 original co-sponsors in the House, and Sen. Daniel Akaka (D-Hawaii) is introducing a companion bill in the Senate.  Both the House and Senate have approved downed animal legislation previously, but earlier bills never received final passage by the full Congress.

White House Suggests Action on Ethanol Import Tax Be Deferred:   A top White House adviser Tuesday suggested that President Bush will not move to rescind the ethanol import duty, saying the matter should be addressed by Congress after Bush leaves office.  National Economic  Council Director Allan Hubbard said the import tax is “offset” by the existing ethanol subsidy, and so does not need to be changed.  He noted that the import tax is not set to expire until 2009, and “at that point in time we think it’s appropriate for Congress to revisit that.” 
Environmental NEWS

Z. Smith Reynolds Grant Given to State's Land Trusts:  North Carolina's land trusts will use a $150,000 grant from the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation to put a strategy in place for expanding conservation and water-protection efforts in the state over the next two years. The grant was awarded to the Conservation Trust for North Carolina, on behalf of the state's 24 local and regional land trusts. It is the third grant awarded by the foundation to the conservation trust in recent years to promote collaboration and reduce competition among the state's land trusts. The new grant will help put regional land-protection plans in place by supporting both joint efforts among land trusts to raise money for projects and work to strengthen relationships with local governments, communities, and landowners. 
Political Climate Is Changing on Global Warming:   After years of languishing on Capitol Hill, efforts to curb global warming have picked up momentum, powered by a growing bipartisan belief that climate change can no longer be ignored.  Speaker Nancy Pelosi has declared it a top priority for the House. Presidential candidates from both parties call it one of the biggest issues faced by the next occupant of the White House.   Polls show most Americans believe the studies that show pollution is a cause of climate change.  Politicians are now scrambling to keep up with the science and public opinion. 
Business NEWS        
Incentives:  BST Textiles stands to receive up to $1.57 million in state incentives for its plans to open a new facility in Cordova to manufacture side air bags for automobiles. The company plans to invest $35 million during the next three years, creating 200 new jobs with an average salary of $29,000. The company, a division of Narricot Industries, has been awarded a $200,000 grant from the One North Carolina Fund, which the governor uses to promote economic development in the state. The company also has received a Job Development Investment Grant worth up to $1.37 million over the next nine years if it fulfills certain performance requirements.

Altria Will Spin Off Kraft in March:  Altria Group Inc. announced Wednesday that it has finalized the spin off of its 89-percent stake in Kraft Foods Inc. on March 30.  The terms of the spin off stipulate that Altria shareholders will receive 0.7 share of Kraft for each Altria share they own. As an independent entity, Kraft can increase its debt to fund acquisitions, the company said.  Some analysts were surprised at the announcement because Altria CEO Louis Camilleri said last fall that the company wanted Kraft CEO Irene B. Rosenfeld to implement her strategy for Kraft before the spin off announcement.  Though the spin off idea was reported two years ago, cigarette-maker Altria refrained from continuing its restructuring plan until it received favorable rulings in several tobacco liability lawsuits.   Shares of Altria were $87.26, down 28 cents, while shares of Kraft were $32.81, down 2 cents, in midday trading, both on the New York Stock Exchange.

Tyson Fighting Illegal Hiring Lawsuit:A federal judge has ruled that a class action lawsuit contending that Tyson Foods Inc. depressed legal workers' wages by hiring illegal immigrants will go to trial in March of 2008.  U.S. District Judge Curtis L. Collier set the March 3, 2008, trial date to give the Springdale, Ark.-based company's attorneys time to contest the makeup of the class of plaintiffs before the court engages a mediator to possibly broker a settlement.  Attorney Howard Foster has claimed that his clients — tens of thousands of legal Tyson employees — have been underpaid by between up to 30 percent due to the company's hiring of illegal immigrants at eight plants. The suit seeks back pay for the plaintiffs.  In July 2002, U.S. District Judge R. Allan Edgar dismissed the case after concluding the plaintiffs' allegations lacked evidence and involved "sheer speculation." The plaintiffs appealed the ruling to the 6th Circuit Court, which sent the case back to district court for further consideration.   "The plaintiffs' claims are simply without merit and are largely based on federal charges Tyson has already successfully defended. A Tennessee jury has already found the company not guilty of violating immigration laws in early 2003, confirming the company has made a concerted effort to hire properly and abide by the law,”  Gary Mickelson, Tyson spokesman, said.
Commodity NEWS        
Web Site for Natural Beef Processors to Launch in February:  The Natural Cattle Connection listing service collects information from cattle producers and provides it to feedlot managers and natural beef programs via the Web. Cattle purchasers can browse through the information until they find cattle that meet their exact needs.  In addition to listing services, the Web site will offer resources to cattle producers, such as information on tools and cattle management practices. The resources and listing services are provided free for cattle producers and purchasers.  Ivy Natural Solutions, a division of VetLife, is sponsoring the site. It will launch during the National Cattlemen's Beef Association convention on Feb. 1.  For more information go to www.usnaturalbeef.com.

Grocers to Boycott Meat From Cloned Animals:  Reacting to reports that a cloned cow from the United States has birthed a calf on a British farm, virtually all major British grocery chains have pledged to boycott meat from clones or their offspring.  Tesco, Wal-Mart's Asda chain, Morrisons and Marks & Spencer were among the chains participating in the boycott, which would include meat, milk or "anything else from clones or their offspring," according to an Asda spokesperson.  British law prohibits the sale of meat or milk from cloned animals, but makes no mention of the offspring of clones. According to The Daily Mail, the British Food Standards Agency is in emergency talks with European Union officials about the gap in regulations that allows products from clone offspring to be sold.  The Food and Drug Administration is in the process of approving the sale of meat from clones and their offspring in the United States, and has received strong criticism from consumers' groups.
Mark Your Calendar

Agriculture Committee Breakfast.  The NC Agribusiness Council will host a kickoff breakfast for members of the NC House and NC Senate Agriculture Committees on Tuesday, February 13 at the Cardinal Club.  Seats are limited so contact the NC Agribusiness Council at 919-782-4063 to reserve your ticket. 
The Department of Environment and Natural Resources will hold a public hearing on Monday, Feb. 5 at 2 p.m. on proposed rules, 5th floor Commission Hearing Room, WRC Centennial Campus Building, 1751 Varsity Dr., Raleigh. Contact: David Cobb, 707-0050.
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