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Headquartered in Charlotte, Piedmont Natural Gas is an energy-services company engaged primarily in the distribution of natural gas to more than 1 million residential, commercial, industrial and agricultural utility customers in North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee, including more than 60,000 customers of municipal gas systems that are supplied with natural gas from Piedmont.  Piedmont’s gas delivery system consists of more than 22,000 miles of distribution pipelines and 2,600 miles of transmission pipelines in its three-state service territory, and three on-system gas storage facilities that are used to help meet peak demand.  Piedmont expanded operations into eastern North Carolina in 2003 with its acquisition of North Carolina Natural Gas and Eastern North Carolina Natural Gas from Progress Energy.  Piedmont now provides clean-burning, efficient natural gas to more than 700,000 North Carolina customers from the mountains to the coast.  Piedmont is proud to be a major energy supplier to agribusiness in North Carolina.
Washington NEWS
Tobacco Watch: A U.S. House panel has approved a bill to give the Food and Drug Administration regulatory control over tobacco products. The Democrat-controlled health subcommittee of the U.S. House Energy and Commerce Committee voted 18-9 to pass the measure. Reynolds American Inc. has argued against the bill, claiming that limitations on marketing in the measure would favor its main competitor, Philip Morris USA, which supports the bill. Philip Morris executives have said that the bill does not favor their company because they and their customers would pay the lion’s share of the fees imposed to finance the new FDA powers.  

Bush Poses One-Year Farm Bill Extension:  President Bush on Thursday said he would sign the one-month extension of the 2002 farm bill Congress passed this week, but will ask Congress to extend it for a year if legislators cannot agree on a new farm bill by April 18.   Bush also reaffirmed his veto threat, saying, "I have also made it clear that any final farm bill that includes a tax increase or does not include reform will be met with a veto."
Legislative NEWS

Special Session: Next week, Rep. Thomas Wright could become the first legislator in 128 years expelled from the General Assembly. At the request of House Speaker Joe Hackney, Gov. Mike Easley has called a special session for March 20 to consider expulsion of Wright. A special House committee last week, following a hearing that included testimony from witness and arguments from Wright's lawyers, recommended that Wright be removed from office. Wright is accused of misusing campaign donations and soliciting a state official to write a letter promising a non-existent state grant in order to obtain a bank loan. Wright's criminal trial on similar charges is scheduled to begin March 31. Wright's lawyers had argued that the legislative proceedings could taint his criminal trial. 

Drought NEWS

Drought Conditions: Recent rains have lessened the intensity of drought across the state. For the first time since August 2007, no county in the state is listed in "exceptional" drought, the worst of four categories, in the U.S. Drought Monitor's weekly report. Before the recent rains, the drought was categorized as "exceptional" in 39 counties, covering 26 percent of the state. The new report takes into account conditions as of 8 a.m. Tuesday. Currently, 45 counties, covering 31 percent of the state, are in "extreme" drought; 37 counties, or 42 percent, are in "severe" drought; and 15 counties, or 17 percent, are in "moderate" drought. Three coastal counties -- Carteret, Dare and New Hanover -- moved out of drought altogether. They are now listed as "exceptionally dry." 

Drought Proposals: Gov. Mike Easley said Tuesday that he wants lawmakers to modernize the state's water system, give him more power in dealing with drought, and require more extensive drought planning. Easley said he wants to expand the North Carolina governor's power to order water systems to provide water to a neighboring community. He also wants the ability to order communities in the two most severe levels of drought to either set water use restrictions or comply with ones set by state regulators. Currently, North Carolina’s governor has the power to order such moves only when a health or safety emergency is declared. But by the time such an emergency exists, Easley said, those actions aren't very useful. Easley said he also wants to give local water agencies the authority to impose mandatory water conservation measures to all water users in their jurisdiction, including customers of privately owned water utilities regulated by the State Utilities Commission. The N.C. League of Municipalities, whose members operate about 300 local water systems, will review the recommendations. Senate leader Marc Basnight, D-Dare, said he wasn't necessarily opposed to giving Easley or state regulators more power, but said the focus should be on increasing the water supply. 
Business NEWS 
Ag-Mart: The state Pesticide Board tentatively agreed Tuesday to hold a new hearing in July on whether tomato grower Ag-Mart forced workers to stay in fields that had just been sprayed with chemicals. Attorneys for the state and Ag-Mart say the hearing on 202 alleged violations could take five to 10 days. The board also assessed a civil penalty of $21,000 for 42 willful violations and voted to revoke the private pesticide applicator's license from Ag-Mart manager Jeffrey Oxley for two years. Florida-based Ag-Mart has denied exposing workers to pesticides. 
UFCW Adds Staff at N.C. Poultry Plant:   The United Food and Commercial Workers Union International recently added seven new staff members in North Carolina to meet with workers at House of Raeford Farms plants after reports that the company had mishandled workers' rights.  UFCW's seven new staffers will train local union leaders and meet with workers at the House of Raeford Farms. The poultry plant has recently faced allegations that it failed to record worker injuries on government safety logs, and in other ways ignored or fired workers who were injured on the job. The company responded that it has obeyed the law and worked to protect its employees.  
Poultry Plant Closing: Pilgrim's pride, a Texas-based poultry producer, announced Wednesday that it is closing a chicken processing plant in Siler City that employees about 830 North Carolina workers. The company also said it is closing six distribution centers across the country to counter soaring feed costs and an oversupply of poultry. The closings are expected to begin immediately and be completed by June. 
Smithfield to Close N.C. Ham Plant:  Smithfield Packing Co. has announced it will close its smoked ham plant on West Vernon Avenue in Kinston, N.C., effective May 9.  Smithfield's other ham facility in Kinston will remain open.  Smithfield cited the age of the Vernon Avenue plant as the reason behind its closure. The company plans to shift its smoked ham operations from Kinston, N.C., to Grayson, Ky., and plans to spend $10 million to update the latter.  Pilgrim's Pride Exits Turkey Business:  Texas-based chicken company Pilgrim's Pride Corp. on Monday announced the sale of its turkey production facility and distribution center in New Oxford, Pa., to New Oxford Foods LLC, a subsidiary of Hain Pure Protein Corp., Melville, N.Y.   Financial terms were not disclosed, and there was no material gain or loss as a result of this transaction, Pilgrim's Pride said.   As a result of the sale, which is effective immediately, Pilgrim's Pride is no longer a producer of turkey, a business it entered in 2001 with the purchase of WLR Foods Inc.  
Commodity NEWS
Swine Buyout Program: A state program aimed at protecting NC waterways from pollution caused by flooded hog farms is getting a boost from the N.C. Clean Water Management Trust Fund. The trust fund has awarded a $3 million grant to the state Department of Environment and Natural Resources for the swine buyout program. Under the program, the state purchases conservation easements on properties used for swine production that are considered a high risk for polluting the environment during periodic flooding. Participation in the program is voluntary.  
Exports Boosted U.S. Pork Industry Income By $7.4 Billion:  U.S. pork exports have grown to 3.1 billion pounds carcass weight equivalent in 2007 from 86 million pounds in 1986, according to data analysis conducted by the Pork Checkoff and University of Missouri.  The value of pork and pork byproduct exports has grown to $28.91 per head harvested in 2007 from $1.97 per hog slaughtered in 1986. These changes in trade have permitted the pork industry to grow at an additional rate of about 0.8 percent per year on average over the last 22 years, according to the analysis.  
USDA NEWS  
USDA Lowers 2008 Beef Export Forecast Again:  For the second month in a row, USDA lowered its 2008 U.S. beef export forecast based on slower exports so far this year.  USDA lowered its beef export forecast for the year to 1.54 billion pounds compared with a month ago when it expected exports for the year to hit about 1.67 billion pounds. Two months ago USDA pegged 2008 beef exports at 1.71 billion pounds.  U.S. officials continue to negotiate with Japan and South Korea to ease restrictions on U.S. beef, including holding back Congressional approval of the free-trade agreement with South Korea, pending changes in its beef import policies.
Mark Your Calendar
AgForum with Congressman Mel Watt on Wednesday, March 19 from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m., Childress Winery, 1000 Childress Vineyards Rd, Lexington, NC.  RSVP required.  To reserve your seat today with Congressman Mel Watt, call the NC Agribusiness Council at (919) 782-4063 or email your reservation to:  RSVP@ncagribusiness.com.  $25 per person for NC Agribusiness Council Members,$50 per person for non members, Table Sponsorship start at $250.  Space Limited to 50 People.  Please note: NCAg must confirm your registration - You are not confirmed until you have a confirmation number.

Agritourism Workshops: The N.C. Agritourism Networking Association is hosting series of statewide workshops for anyone interested in starting an agritourism farm business or who wants to learn more about the state’s growing agritourism industry.  There will be five workshops across the state, which will run from 4-7:30 p.m.  Following are workshop dates, locations and contact information: April 3, Sen. Bob Martin Eastern Agricultural Center, Williamston. Registration deadline is April 1. Contact Peggy Edmondson at (252) 795-3192 in the evening, or e-mail at peggyedmondson@earthlink.net; April 8, Orange County Cooperative Extension Office, Hillsborough. Registration deadline is April 4. Call Paul Marshall at (336) 727-5284 or e-mail at riverbirchvineyards@triad.rr.com; April 17, Iredell County Cooperative Extension Office, Statesville. Registration deadline is April 15. Call Wendy Wilson at (704) 819-7545 or e-mail at lazy5ranch@aol.com; April 24, Tarkil Branch Farm’s Homestead Museum, Beulaville. Registration deadline is April 22. Call Tami Thompson at (919) 934-1132 or e-mail at dtdjthompson@sprintmail.com; May 1, Pleasant Valley Farm, Old Fort. Registration deadline is April 29. Call Marilyn Cade at (828) 675-4856 or e-mail at marilyn@mountainfarm.com.  Cost is $12 and includes workshop materials and dinner. For more information, contact Martha Glass, manager of the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services Agritourism Office, at (919) 733-7887 or martha.glass@ncmail.net. Agendas and registration forms are available at www.ncagr.com/agritourism. 

The Environmental Review Commission will meet on Tuesday, March 18 at 9:30 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
The N.C. Gasoline and Oil Inspection Board will hold a public hearing on Tuesday, March 18 at 10 a.m. on specifications for biodiesel, E85, and premium diesel, along with proposed updates to existing specifications for motor fuel, W. Donald Eaddy Bldg., 4300 Reedy Creek Rd., Raleigh. Contact: Stephen Benjamin, 733-3313.
The North Carolina Sea Grant, the N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission and the N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries will co-sponsor the third Marine Fisheries Forum on Tuesday, March 18 (No time given), New Bern Riverfront Convention Center, New Bern.Contact: Bob Hines, 252-222-6312.

The Agriculture and Forestry Awareness Study Commission will meet on Wednesday, March 19 at 10 a.m, 643 Legislative Office Building.

The Eligibility Board for a N.C. Standard Commercial Fishing License will meet on Wednesday, March 19 at 10 a.m., N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries Headquarters, 3441 Arendell St., Morehead City. Contact: Cristy Giddens, 910-796-7261.
The Agriculture and Forestry Awareness Study Commission will meet on Wednesday, March 19 at 10 a.m., 643 Legislative Office Building.
The Joint Legislative Commission on Seafood and Aquaculture will meet on Thursday, March 20 at 10 a.m. 643 Legislative Office Building.

The N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries will hold a series of public meetings to receive suggestions and comments on cultch planting-Tuesday, March 18 at 6 p.m., Meeting Room, Post Office, Hatteras. Contact: Craig Hardy, 252-808-8046; Wednesday, March 19 at 6 p.m., Roanoke Island Festival Park, Small Auditorium, Manteo. Contact: Craig Hardy, 252-808-8046; Monday, March 31 at 6 p.m., Swan Quarter Fire Station, Swan Quarter. Contact: Craig Hardy, 252-808-8046.
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