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This week’s issue of the AgNews Update is sponsored by The NC Growers Association (NCGA), which is a non-profit farmers’ cooperative that consists of approximately 750 North Carolina grower-members who grow a wide variety of diversified crops from flowers, turfgrass, and Christmas trees to tobacco, cucumbers and sweet potatoes.  NCGA provides its members a labor force via the H-2a program, which enables farmers to secure a legal and adequate labor force that is available and capable of assisting with the seasonal/temporary manual labor associated with some agricultural crops. In order to utilize the H-2a program, growers must first engage in independent positive recruitment of US workers by placing ads in newspapers and on the radio, as well as soliciting the return of any former, qualified workers. North Carolina has employed the largest number of H-2a workers in the U.S. for the last 10 years, with over 7,000 workers in 2008. The H-2a program provides no pathway to US citizenship; the H-2a visa does not allow H-2a guestworkers to work outside of agriculture, and H-2a growers must ensure that their guestworkers return back to their country of origin when the seasonal/temporary agricultural work on the time-limited H-2a visa is complete.  H-2a accounts for less than 5% of the seasonal/temporary workforce in NC due to excessive expenses associated with the program, which growers are unable to recoup.
Washington NEWS
Blue Dog Democrats Oppose Card Check: House Speaker Nancy Pelosi may have a tough time getting moderate Blue Dog Democrats to support the union-backed Employee Free Choice Act legislation more commonly known as Card Check. Reportedly, Congressman Marion Berry (D-AR)  recounted to leadership of the Arkansas Chamber of Commerce a recent discussion the Blue Dogs had with House Democratic leadership. According to ACC officials, the Blue Dogs told House leadership that card check wasn’t a free vote for them anymore and that their constituents were giving them a lot of grief over the issue. The Blue Dogs strongly urged House leadership not to bring this bill back up on the House floor until the Senate had passed something first, saying the House would “look like idiots for continuing to pass it and then it dying in the Senate.” Efforts by business to communicate their opposition of Card Check to members of Congress seem to be having initial impact. Last year, Card Check legislation had 233 co-sponsors in the House and 46 in the Senate. And while the Card Check legislation has not yet been introduced this year, reportedly, there are 202 current co-sponsors in the House and 38 in the Senate. 
Tourism Opposition to Card Check:  A state board that includes some top political leaders has lined up against the federal Employee Free Choice Act, but it's less than clear that those politicians oppose the federal bill. Earlier this month, the N.C. Board of Travel and Tourism voted to pass a resolution opposing the federal legislation. The 29-member board, which advises the state secretary of commerce on travel and tourism issues, also sent a letter to Democratic U.S. Sen. Kay Hagan urging her to reverse her position and oppose the bill. The letter and resolution listed all members of the NC Board of Travel and Tourism, including Lt. Gov. Walter Dalton; new Commerce Secretary Keith Crisco; Sen. A.B. Swindell, D-Edgecombe; Rep. Phil Haire, D-Jackson; and Rep. Alice Underhill, D-Craven. Commerce Department spokeswoman Kathy Neal pointed out that Crisco is a non-voting member of the board and that he has taken no position on the federal bill and, as an appointee of Gov. Beverly Perdue, would support whatever position she holds, Neal said. Dalton spokeswoman Sara Lang said Dalton's term on the board ended Dec. 31, and that he wasn't present at the meeting. Swindell said he also wasn't present at the February meeting and wasn't aware of the resolution. Swindell said that he believes labor relations in North Carolina are working fine under current rules, but declined to take a position on the federal bill.
Lawmakers Reject Obama Plan to Cut Farm Aid:  Top Democrats and Republicans are already shooting down President Obama's plan to cut farm subsidies, dealing a blow to one of the cost-savings promises he laid out in his congressional address Tuesday night.  "We'll have to see what specifically the president is talking about, but we just finished the farm bill last year, and I don't think we'll open it up," said Rep. Collin C. Peterson, Minnesota Democrat and chairman of the House Agriculture Committee.  Likewise, the ranking Republican on the Senate Agriculture, Nutrition and Forestry Committee, said the farm bill, which lasts for five years, "should not be changed midstream."  "I believe it is premature to make any sweeping changes to the makeup of the farm safety net before we have even had the chance to implement the current farm bill," said Sen. Saxby Chambliss of Georgia. The pushback came a day after Mr. Obama called for cutting subsidies to farm businesses in his address to Congress, one of a few examples of how he can save $2 trillion from the federal budget over 10 years, and as other Democratic leaders took issue with what they see as White House moves into their domain. 

Solis Confirmed as Labor Secretary:  The Senate voted 80-17 on Tuesday to confirm Rep. Hilda Solis (D-Calif.) as Labor secretary. Solis’ move to the Obama administration now sets off a special election for her Congressional seat. The race is expected to be scheduled for May 19. 
Legislative NEWS
NC House Committee Debates Public Smoking Ban: Legislators are debating new restrictions on smoking that would further marginalize tobacco in a state that remains the country's largest grower. In their first hearing on the measure Thursday, lawmakers were told secondhand smoke is not a trivial issue, but a serious public health problem. The bill, pushed by health advocates, would outlaw smoking in the workplace, including restaurants, and other public places.  Under the measure, smokers could be fined up to $50 if they kept puffing after being warned, and if a local health official received a complaint and followed through with a citation. If the bill becomes law, business owners or managers could be fined up to $200 by a local health director after a third violation. The health committee is expected to resume its deliberations next week. 

Deeper Cuts:  Gov. Beverly Perdue has ordered additional cuts from state agencies to narrow a potential $2.2 billion state government shortfall this year. Perdue told most state agencies Wednesday to reduce their spending by 9 percent of their budgeted amounts for the current fiscal year. Last month, she asked for cuts of up to 7 percent. Perdue is making the changes in part because the state will have at least $150 million less from the federal stimulus package to spend during the fiscal year ending June 30 than her budget office estimated last month. Perdue is assembling a budget proposal for the next two years that she'll present to lawmakers in mid-March. 
Commodity NEWS

Deadline Set for Renewal of Revised General Permits for Animal Operations: Operators of swine, cattle and poultry farms who come under the state general permits for wastewater systems need to apply for renewal under the new permit before the April 1 deadline.  Animal feeding operations that have more than 250 swine, 100 confined cattle or dairy animals, 75 horses or a wet litter operation for more than 30,000 chickens are required to apply for a permit from the state. The current general permits for waste systems at swine, cattle and dairy and wet poultry operations expire Sept. 30, 2009. The Division of Water Quality will mail applications to the current 2,450 state general permit holders beginning in early March. Applications can also be downloaded from the DWQ Web site at: h2o.enr.state.nc.us/aps/afou/applications.htm.
U.S. Poultry Exports Hit Record in 2008:  Exports of U.S. broiler meat, excluding chicken paws, rose 18 percent in 2008 from 2007 to a record quantity of 3.2 million metric tons, as their value soared to a record $3.5 billion, an increase of 28 percent, according to the USA Poultry & Egg Export Council.  The top three markets for U.S. broilers – Russia, China, and Mexico – imported 46 percent of the total volume, down from 52 percent in 2007. Export volume rose 12 percent to China and rose 27 percent to Mexico but fell 4 percent to Russia. U.S. turkey meat exports also reached record highs, with volume up 24 percent in 2008 to 306,787 metric tons on increased demand from Mexico and China. Export value rose 21 percent to $481.9 million.
Business NEWS

Smithfield, Union to Start NC Pork Plant Talks: Smithfield Packing Co. and the United Food and Commercial Workers Union begin talks over the first labor contract on Wednesday in Lumberton.  The union works on behalf of the plant's 4,500 workers in Tar Heel. The UFCW won the support of a majority of voting workers in December.  Smithfield Packing's parent company, Virginia-based Smithfield Foods Inc., said last week it plans to lay off 1,800 workers and close six factories because of a slump in the meat industry. 

Environmental NEWS

NC Lost More Than Half a Million Acres of Farmland:  North Carolina lost more than 600,000 acres of farmland from 2002 to 2007, according to the latest U.S. Census of Agriculture. The USDA conducts an agricultural census every five years, and the results of the 2007 survey were released earlier this month. The new census reported 8.5 million acres of farmland in the state, compared with 9.1 million acres in 2002.  Buncombe, Edgecombe, Hyde, Moore and Perquimans counties led the state in farmland loss, with each seeing decreases of greater than 20,000 acres. Urban counties such as Forsyth, Guilford, Mecklenburg and Wake saw decreases of between 5,000 and 20,000 acres each. In 2007, North Carolina had 52,900 farms, compared with 53,900 in 2002, the census showed. “Even with the effort to turn up every farm possible, North Carolina still showed a net loss of farms over that five-year period,” NC Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler said.

Volunteers Sought for Agriculture District Board:  Craven County's Voluntary Agriculture District Advisory Board is seeking volunteers to serve on the board to guide the formation of the districts and the procedures to enroll Craven County farms. Farmers and those in agriculture related work who would like to serve on the board can get application forms from the Extension Service, Farm Service, or Soil Conservation agent. The steering committee will recommend nominees to the County Board of Commissioners.

Campaign NEWS 

GOP Chairman:  Chad Adams, the development vice president for the John Locke Foundation, has announced that he is running for chairman of the state Republican Party. Adams, a former Lee County Commissioner, said he would work to restore the trust of grassroots activists who have moved away from the party, in part by working as a full-time chairman. Guilford County business owner Marcus Kindley, former state Sen. Woody White and Wake County GOP chairman David Robinson are also running for the post. 
USDA NEWS 
Implementation of Country of Origin Labeling Law:  Ag Secretary Tom Vilsack announced that the final rule for the Country of Origin Labeling (COOL) program will go into effect as scheduled on March 16th. He also released a letter inviting stakeholders to follow additional voluntary labeling practices. The rule, published in the Federal Register on Jan.15, 2009, has been under regulatory review by USDA.  During the regulatory review process, Secretary Vilsack determined that allowing the rule to go into effect and carefully monitoring implementation and compliance by retailers and their suppliers would provide the best avenue to evaluate the program. For complete information, go to www.ams.usda.gov/cool.  
NCDA NEWS

N.C. Ag Department Orders Inspections at Peanut Plants:  Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler says he hopes a sweeping round of inspections at the state's peanut butter processors and roasters will help boost public confidence that Tar Heel products are safe. Peanut farmers are sitting on inventory from last year and are unsure how much to plant for this year because of the scare. They say that could be devastating for the industry, which last year generated more than $80 million statewide. The inspections come after a Kellogg Co. cracker factory in Cary received a tainted batch of peanut butter from the Georgia plant. The local company has since stopped production to clean up and has been sitting idle six weeks.
Mark Your Calendar

Food Marketing in the Real World workshop will take place on Thursday, March 19 from 8:30 a.m. to 4:15 p.m. at Southern Foods, 3500 Old Battleground Ave - sponsored by the NCDA&CS.  The workshop allows owners of food companies to learn about opportunities for expanding their businesses with sessions on developing a competitive advantage, networking, and marketing to foodservice companies and retailers. Cost is $30, which includes lunch and workshop materials. Registration deadline is March 12, and space is limited to 30 people. For more information contact Annette Dunlap in the Marketing Division at (919) 733-7887 or www.ncagr.gov/markets.

The 2009 annual meeting of the North Carolina Drought Management Advisory Council (DMAC) has been called for Friday, March 20, 2009 at 10:30 a.m. The location of the meeting will be in the Gov. James G. Martin Building at the North Carolina State Fairgrounds. For more information contact Woody Yonts, Chairman, DMAC, NC Division of Water Resources, 919-715-5453, www.ncdrought.org.
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