 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

March 13, 2006


Legislative NEWS

ETHICS RULES. Draft legislation endorsed by a House subcommittee would restrict gifts from lobbyists to executive branch officials. The draft bill, which will now go to the full House Select Committee on Ethics and Governmental Reform, puts into law many of the ethics guidelines that now apply under a gubernatorial executive order. The proposal lays out in detail the powers and procedures of the State Ethics Commission and subjects more state officials to economic interest disclosure requirements. 

NOT SO FAST.  The Wake County Commissioners are apparently reconsidering the hiring of former legislator David Miner as a lobbyist after several prominent local Republicans complained about their choice. Chairman Tony Gurley (R) said the commissioners will pick a different lobbyist when they meet March 13. Miner said he had competed for the job fairly against other candidates, was chosen on the basis of his experience, and planned to continue working in his new role.

HOG WASTE STUDY. A five-year study to find alternative ways to treat hog waste in NC turned up several options, all of which are more expensive than current methods.  The report reviewed five technology alternatives that would reduce ammonia and pathogen emissions, but some could cost up to five times as much as the current lagoon and spray-field method. The report listed the five alternatives as feasible despite the fact the increased costs could cause up to a 12 percent decline in North Carolina's $2 billion a year hog industry. 

State Board of Elections NEWS        
CAMPAIGN COMBING. The state Board of Elections has asked Wake County prosecutors to determine whether Sen. Robert Holloman (D) violated state campaign laws regarding the $23,275 in contributions that were apparently unreported on his campaign finance reports and if he should face misdemeanor charges. Holloman, a two-term Democrat from Hertford County, repeatedly told the board that he did not intended to break any laws and was attempting to clear up reporting discrepancies.  The board also determined that Rep. Howard Hunter(D) failed to file required campaign reports during 2002 and 2004. Hunter said he thought he was exempt from the reporting requirements because he failed to meet a $3,000 fund-raising threshold. The board will consult with the Wake County district attorney's office about possible civil fines. 

BLACK DONATIONS. Former Deputy Attorney General Eddie Speas has weighed in with a sworn affidavit on behalf of House Speaker Jim Black. Speas, who spent more than three decades on the attorney general's staff, says that Black's actions passing checks from optometrists to other candidates, filling in blank payee lines on some of them, did not violate campaign restrictions by "contributing in the name of another." Speas says that State Board of Elections Deputy Director Kim Strach interpreted a statute too broadly when stating that Black's passing of checks amounted to campaign finance violations. Speas will testify during an elections board hearing Thursday, March 16.  

Environmental NEWS

DROUGHT ADVISORY. According to the Drought Management Advisory Committee, abnormally dry and moderate drought conditions exist in the state. While reservoirs are generally near guide curve for this time of year, streamflows are below normal, ground water levels continue to drop and precipitation deficits grow. NOAA Climate Prediction Center outlook indicates North Carolina to be dry for the next 90 days.  In response, the DMAC will meet on Tuesday, March 28, 2006 at 10:30 AM. The meeting will be held in the Archdale Building's 14th floor, Conference Room #3.

2006 HURRICANE SEASON.  This year's hurricane season could match the record-breaking destruction caused by storms in 2005.  In 2005, there were an unprecedented 27 tropical storms, 15 of which became full-blown hurricanes, killing more than 3,000 people and causing tens of billions of dollars in damage

MERCURY RULE. North Carolina's first limits on industrial releases of mercury are coming before a state board. Each state can adopt the same rules set by the federal government, or toughen them.  North Carolina's proposed rule takes a middle road, following the federal approach in calling for a nearly 70 percent mercury reduction from existing coal-fired power plants by 2018. Most N.C. plants will come close to achieving that as a side benefit of pollution-control "scrubbers" installed under the state's Clean Smokestacks Act to curb soot and smog. But power companies warn it might be difficult for them to fully meet the proposed 70% cuts.  

NCDA&CS NEWS

PESTICIDE HEARING. State pesticide officials have been unable to reach a settlement with AG-Mart, a Florida company that grows grape tomatoes on about 1,100 acres in North Carolina and is accused of spraying its workers with toxic chemicals. Barring an 11th-hour agreement, the case will be heard before the state Pesticide Board on March 28.   Ag-Mart officials deny breaking pesticide laws and say the violations are a misunderstanding. 

Campaign NEWS

RESIDENCY QUESTION. The Iredell County Board of Elections ruled that it will conduct a formal hearing on Monday, March 13, to determine where Frank Mitchell, a Republican running for the N.C. House District 79, lives in the 79th District.  

People in the NEWS

WARREN HEPLER, of Wallace, was appointed by the Governor to the N.C. Agriculture and Forestry Awareness Study Commission. Hepler is a district director for the Farm Service Agency.

MOE MOHESKY, of Clover M Farms in Sharpsburg was elected to serve on the National Pork Producers Council Pork Industry Nominating Committee.
FAYLENE WHITAKER, a farmer from Randolph Council, was elected chair of the NC AgAdvancement Consortium.  Whitaker Farms is a farm member of the NC Agribusiness Council.  
DON BUTLER, of Clinton, was elected by the National Pork Producers Council to the board of directors. Butler works at Murphy-Brown, which is a corporate member of the NC Agribusiness Council.
Business NEWS

MIGRANT HOUSING PROJECT.  Construction has started on a 2,800 square foot migrant house designed to promote quality migrant housing in North Carolina. The project is a collaboration between Harvey Farms, Mt. Olive Pickle Company, Duke University and the North Carolina Conference of the United Methodist Church. The house, designed for up to 17 workers, is being built on land owned by Harvey Farms, just off U.S. 70 near Kinston. Construction began the week of January 23, and is expected to take about four months.  Mt. Olive funded the project’s design work, done by Partin-Hobbs & Associates of Goldsboro. And, Mt. Olive, Duke, and the Duke Endowment on behalf of the N.C. Conference contributed a total of $130,000 toward construction of the house. The house is estimated to cost approximately $300,000, which is a higher cost than originally forecasted. 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE. North Carolina's unemployment rate saw the largest month-to-month decrease since February 1978 with the rate in January at 4.3 percent. That's down from December's rate of 5.1 percent. North Carolina's unemployment rate also dropped below the national average, which was 4.7 percent in January. 

Commodity NEWS        
PORK INDUSTRY IMPROVES.  The Division of Water Quality reported that compliance reports show the environmental performance of the pork industry in NC has been steadily improving.   

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR NEEDED.  FT Executive Director Position with Raleigh-based NC Horse Council.  Excellent communication/public speaking, computer & managerial skills required along with knowledge of the equine industry and ability to travel.  For more info visit www.nchorsecouncil.com.  Salary commensurate with experience, skills and employment history.  Resumes should be sent to Casey M. Armstrong, NCHC President, PO Box 307, Enfield, NC 27823.   

ORGANICS ON RISE.  Organic foods are expanding beyond the realm of health food stores carrying unfamiliar brand names, as products from mainstream food companies and sales at traditional grocery stores are picking up, executives and analysts said this week.  A key sign that organic foods are gaining mainstream acceptance is that more are about to show up at local Wal-Marts.  The world's largest retailer plans to double its offering of organic foods in the next couple of weeks.  Organic foods sales have been growing at about a 20 percent annual rate since 1990, although in terms of total food sales, they remain a very low percentage. 

BIRD FLU FOUND IN MARTEN.  A weasel-like animal called a stone marten was infected with the deadly bird flu virus, marking the disease’s spread to another mammal species. The sickly animal was found on the north German island of Ruegen, where three cats and dozens of wild birds have been infected with the disease. 

U.S. NOT TAKING NEW FARM TRADE OFFER TO LONDON TALKS.  The U.S. does not plan to make a new farm trade proposal this weekend in London, but could make further concessions if other trading partners improve their own offers in world trade talks.  In response to farm industry concerns that the U.S. could offer new concessions in the meeting this weekend with key trading partners, U.S. Trade Representative Rob Portman told reporters that the US is always negotiating and willing to negotiate.

USDA NEWS

U.S. AWAITS BIRD FLU.  The deadly strain of bird flu could appear in the United States in the next few months as wild birds migrate from infected nations according to Homeland Security Secretary Michael Chertoff. There could be a reasonable possibility of a domestic fowl outbreak as migrating birds mix with ducks, chickens and other birds in the U.S. But the Agriculture Department has dealt with other strains of bird flu for years so if we get a wild bird or even a domestic chicken that gets infected with avian flu, we should be able to deal with it, because of past experience.

LAX INSPECTION AT MEAT PLANT.  It’s being reported that an internal report from USDA has found that one of the nation’s leading kosher slaughterhouses, AgriProcessors Inc. of Postville, Iowa, apparently violated animal cruelty laws, and that government inspectors not only failed to stop the inhumane practices, but also took improper gifts of meat from plant managers. Also, some of the plant’s 10 inspectors made faulty inspections of carcasses, failed to report unsanitary conditions and were allegedly seen sleeping and playing computer games on the job.  

USDA COMES UNDER FIRE..  The integrity and competence of the USDA was called into question last week by senators concerned with the Department’s failure for several years to investigate anti-competitive cases in the livestock and meat packing sectors.  According to Senate Agriculture Committee Chairman Saxby Chambliss, it is totally unacceptable of our government to conduct business in this way.  He gave the head of the Grain Inspection, Packers and Stockyards Administration 90 days to report on the agency’s progress in implementing recommendations by the USDA Inspector General. Chambliss said he did not expect the agency to execute all the recommendations within 90 days, but said that we’re going to stick with them until they do implement all of them.  
MAD COW.  The USDA is investigating a possible case of mad cow disease in the US. The agency isn’t saying where the animal is from, but adds the cow did not enter the human or animal food chain. A spokesperson for the agency says test results should be ready in about a week.l
Council News

AgADVANCEMENT.  The Council was represented at the AgAdvancement Consortium this past week at the rural center where a presentation was made by Dole Foods regarding its plans in NC.  Also presented was information about the Water Bond Initiative that is being requested by the NC Rural Center.  

Mark Your Calendar

Environmental Review Commission will meet on Wednesday, March 15 at 9:30 a.m. in 544 Legislative Office Building (LOB) 
The ERC Risk-Based/Limit Liability Env. Cleanups Working Group will meet on Friday, March 17 at 2 p.m. in 605 Legislative Office Building (LOB) 
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