 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

March 20, 2006


Washington NEWS        
Immigration Reform. The Senate Judiciary committee is still trying to work out the details of a deal on immigration reform and border security, but passing a bill into law still will be tough before the November midterm elections. With concern over illegal immigration mounting nationwide, Republican leaders ordered the committee to act fast, hoping to show voters that the GOP-controlled Congress is taking the matter seriously. Recent polling indicates that voters consider immigration a serious problem, which could sway their decisions about candidates at the ballot box. But heavy pressure from Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist, R-Tenn., led the committee to a bipartisan deal that would combine earned legal status and a guest-worker plan with increased border security and enforcement of laws barring employers from hiring undocumented immigrants. That is a mix that lobbyists and Senate staffers said could be enough for a bill to pass the Senate, even if Frist and other GOP leaders decide to oppose it. President Bush has said he wants an immigration-reform bill that includes a guest-worker provision without any form of amnesty. Frist, a potential presidential contender in 2008, said he will move his own legislation directly to the full Senate if the committee doesn't finish its work. His bill would include only the border security and enforcements provisions. Staffers must finish negotiations while Congress is in recess this week, and the committee must vote when members return on March 27, the deadline Frist set for them to finish. Between now and then, lawmakers must settle a turf battle with the Finance Committee over worksite enforcement provisions. And even if the Senate passes a reform bill, it won't become law unless the House, which passed a tough border bill late last year, agrees to it and Bush signs it. Details on immigration reform will be settled in a conference committee.
Energy Push.   President Bush’s call for Americans to use less oil and more agricultural waste to meet the nation’s fuel demands is about to get a lift from the farm lobby.  An alliance between the environmental movement and farm groups seeks federal incentives for forms of renewable energy such as cellulosic ethanol -- a gasoline additive made from farm byproducts -- and electricity from farm wind turbines. Both forms of alternative energy are primarily supported in the Midwest , whereas ethanol, soy biodiesel and fuels developed from animal waste are the preferred alternative fuel sources preferred by agriculture in the Southeast.  The target for the effort is a farm-support bill that Congress expects to pass in 2007.  Two former farm-belt Senate majority leaders, Tom Daschle and Bob Dole, are among the strategists trying to reshape American agriculture to help farmers and ranchers produce so-called energy crops.  

Campaign NEWS

Green Light. The complaint challenging Frank Mitchell's residency in House District 79 has been unanimously rejected by the Iredell County Board of Elections. The board’s decision clears the way for Mitchell to take on Rep. Julia Howard of Davie County in the May 2 Republican Primary. Alan Carpenter, the board's chairman, said that after looking at the testimony and evidence, board members thought that Mitchell had done enough to establish residency in the district. Attorneys for Howard said they plan to appeal the decision. Mitchell was the last full-time farmer to serve in the General Assembly.
Split District. Pender County is pulling out if its two-year battle to reverse the decision that split it into two House districts in 2002. Individually, county commissioners and former commissioner Dwight Strickland, who was on the original board that filed the lawsuit, can pay their own money to pursue the appeal in Supreme Court. The county had argued that voters have constitutional rights to be represented by a single district, and, to some degree, to be represented by a county resident. State attorneys said that redrawing districts for the state would eradicate a black representative from five counties. 
Environmental NEWS
EPA Decision. Federal environmental officials decided not to hold 13 neighboring states to tighter pollutant emission standards. In denying the state's request, the EPA said in a statement Thursday that rules already in place will achieve the emission reductions sought by North Carolina. Two years ago, North Carolina petitioned the Environmental Protection Agency, seeking to force cleanup of older, coal-fired power plants in states that North Carolina says contribute to its clean air problems. The petition came under a "good neighbor" provision of the Clean Air Act that allows the EPA to rule that power plants in other states are keeping a state from reaching clean air standards. 

People in the NEWS

William Bobbitt Jenkins, former president of North Carolina Farm Bureau Federation, died March 14, 2006.

Business NEWS

Advocates’ Pressure.  Piedmont Natural Gas is facing some pressure from consumer advocates for the organization to undergo an audit after a winter of higher than usual bills and what the advocates consider slow response times to phone calls. Piedmont has proposed to make improvements before the next heating season, but consumers advocates want those changes now. Wednesday, Piedmont rejected a proposed audit of its customer-service operations, saying employees should concentrate on making fixes for the future and not looking at the past. The final decision regarding the audit rests with the N.C. Utilities Commission which will weigh arguments from consumer advocates and Piedmont.
Job Cuts.  Sara Lee's branded-apparel division will eliminate 510 jobs at plants in Eden and Galax, VA.  Based in Winston-Salem, the company will cut 178 jobs when it phases out part of its yarn production at the Eden plant at the end of May. Another 332 jobs will be cut at the Galax plant when the company phases out knitting, bleaching, finishing and cutting, also by the end of May.

Merger Talk.  After Duke Energy Corp. shareholders approved a $9 billion deal Friday to acquire gas and electric utility Cinergy Corp., Chief Executive and Chairman Paul Anderson predicted his company could be ready for another merger within a year. Anderson expects to close the Cinergy acquisition before the end of April. 

New Retail Pork Items.  Kansas City, Mo.-based Farmland Foods has introduced two new items for the retail meat case.  The Steamship Leg of Pork, intended for special occasions, serves 20 or more and is available in a 15-pound random weight cut.  The Steamship Picnic Roast, meanwhile, is designed for dinner any day of the week and is available in a 6- to 7-pound random weight size.  Both products are deep basted with an "extra tender" solution to enhance juiciness, and both feature cooking instructions on a convenient peel-back label.

USDA NEWS

FSA Announces Program Changes.  The Farm Service Agency announced key changes to programs authorized by the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 (the Act).  The Act calls for changes to the Milk Income Loss Contract Program, special marketing loan provisions for upland cotton and the Direct and Counter-cyclical Payment Program.  

Intensified Testing.  USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service plans to perform "intensified verification testing" for Listeria monocytogenes at some 200 U.S. plants over the next year.  The "not-for-cause" testing, which will involve product, product-contact, and environmental swabs, will begin in mid-April, and involve about four plants per week. Establishments will be given one to two weeks notice prior to testing, and that tests will be accompanied by a food safety assessment. 

NCDA&CS NEWS
Nickels for Know-How.  The NC Board of Agriculture has approved May 25, 2006 as the date for the Nickels for Know-How Referendum, a self-assessed check-off that provides almost $1.2 million annually for agricultural research, extension, and teaching programs in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS) at NC State University.  Users of feed and fertilizer in North Carolina will vote on whether to continue the 15 cents per ton self-assessment on fertilizer and animal feed produced in our state.  Since 1951, the Nickels check-off has been voted on every six years and has passed in the 12 previous referenda by an average 90% favorable vote.  

Commodity NEWS        
New Avian Flu Cases. Avian flu has been confirmed in fowl for the first time in Denmark, Afghanistan, Myanmar, Israel, and Cameroon.
China Reports Another Human Death From Bird Flu.  A nine-year-old girl has become China’s 10th human fatality from the virulent H5N1 strain of bird flu. 

Cow In Alabama Tests Positive For BSE.  USDA  officials are tracing the history of an Alabama cow that has become the nation’s third case of BSE.  USDA confirmed the infection Monday and said the animal did not enter the human food or animal feed chains.   The Department’s chief veterinarian, John Clifford, told reporters during a conference call Monday.  Word came as the Bush administration sought to reassure Japan, South Korea and other trading partners that U.S. beef is safe.  The U.S. is still working to recover some markets that were cut off after the first U.S. case of BSE in 2003.  

New Crop Seeks To Replace Imported Oils.  A small North Carolina-based specialty crops company is trying to turn a humble wildflower into a major new oilseed crop that could produce an alternative to coconut and palm oils.  After 20 years in development, cuphea (koo-FEE- ah) will start its second planting this spring in the Midwestern United States.  "It's grown (as a crop) nowhere in the world," said the chief executive of Technology Crops International in Winston-Salem, N.C., which is leading the commercialization of cuphea. Partners in the development of cuphea include USDA, Western Illinois University, the University of Georgia, TCI and the chemicals division of Proctor & Gamble, cuphea’s main industrial sponsor.

Checkoff Funds.  The Livestock Marketing Association and other plaintiffs have agreed to drop all claims in their legal actions against the USDA and the Cattlemen's Beef Board in return for an agreement by CBB that it will use checkoff funds to conduct an extensive survey of cattle producers to determine how they want checkoff money spent.  Under terms of the agreement, CBB will survey at least 8,000 cattle producers.

Mark Your Calendar
Joint Legislative Committee on Equine Industry will meet on Tuesday, March 21 at 10 a.m. in 1027/1128 Legislative Building.

House Select Committee on Economic Development will meet on Wednesday, March 22 at 1 p.m. in 421 Legislative Office Building.

House Select Committee on Ethics & Governmental Reform - Subcommittee on Campaign

Finance/Reporting & Election Laws will meet on Thursday, March 23 at 10 a.m. in 1124/1224 Legislative Building.

Subcommittee on Campaign Finance/Reporting and Election Laws holds a public hearing on public financing of campaigns on Thursday, March 23 at 1:30 p.m. in 1124/1224 Legislative Building. Contact: Susan Phillips, 733-2858.

Public Health/Bioterrorism Issues Subcommittee meets on Thursday, March 23 at 3 p.m. in 1027 Legislative Building.

Coastal Resources Commission begins a two-day meeting on Thursday, March 23 at 7:30 a.m., Ramada Inn, Kill Devil Hills. Contact: Stephanie Bodine, 252-808-2808.

The Coastal Resources Advisory Council meets on Thursday, March 23 at 9 a.m., Ramada Inn, Kill Devil Hills.

N.C. Coastal Resources Commission holds a public hearing on proposed rules amendments on Saturday, March 25 at 5 p.m., Ramada Inn, 1701 South Virginia Trail, Kill Devil Hills. Contact: Charles S. Jones, 252-247-3330












North Carolina Agribusiness Council

3701 National Drive, Suite 211 * Raleigh, NC  27612

phone 919-782-4063, fax: 919-782-4064

[image: image1.png]agribusiness





