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NC Legislative NEWS

Biofuels: A Senate panel has approved a bill that would boost funding of research into alternative fuels made from agricultural products at North Carolina State University. The measure would appropriate $5 million dollars over the next two years to the research being done at an N.C. State field laboratory in Duplin County. University scientists are studying ways to make fuel from a variety of crops such as switchgrass and industrial sweet potatoes, as well as agriculture byproducts such as wood chips and animal waste. The measure goes to the Senate Appropriations Committee before it can be considered by the full Senate. 

Smoking Ban: A House judiciary committee has recommended approval of a bill that would ban smoking in most businesses and workplaces in North Carolina. The committee voted 9-4 in favor the bill, which now goes to the full House for consideration. 

Black Seat: Tricia Cotham, a school administrator, has been sworn into office, taking the 100th District House seat left open by the resignation of former House Speaker Jim Black. Gov. Mike Easley formally appointed Cotham to the seat on Thursday and she was later sworn in at the start of the House session. She becomes the youngest lawmaker in the General Assembly. Cotham, an assistant principal at East Mecklenburg High School, said she hopes to keep her school job while serving in the House, which the school system generally allows. 

Golden Leaf: The Golden LEAF Foundation would be abolished and the money instead distributed by the N.C. Rural Economic Development Center under a bill filed by Sen. Clark Jenkins, D-Edgecombe. The bill was largely seen as a shot across the bow of the foundation and its staff, reflecting increasing disgruntlement among rural legislators about some of the organization's funding decisions. Senate leader Marc Basnight, D-Dare, said as many as 30 senators were willing to sign onto the bill, but that was still no guarantee the legislation would move. Basnight said there is growing concern that, despite lofty rhetoric, rural communities are being left behind and that tobacco settlement proceeds aren't being used in the best way to reverse that trend. 

Washington NEWS

Immigration Court: The U.S. Department of Justice has announced that it will open three new immigration courts, including one in Charlotte, to help manage a growing caseload of deportations. Of the 10 states with the highest population of illegal immigrants, North Carolina was the only one without an immigration court. The state's cases are currently handled at a court in Atlanta. "It's way overdue, but it's exciting," said U.S. Rep. Sue Myrick, R-N.C., who has worked for eight years to bring an immigration court to the state. 

Chambliss Blasts Plan to Shift Funds Away From Farmers :  U.S. Senator Saxby Chambliss (R-Ga.) spoke last week on the Senate floor urging his colleagues to oppose an amendment offered by U.S. Senator Chuck Grassley (R-Iowa) that would shift funds out of agriculture in the proposed budget resolution for fiscal years 2008 through 2012.  Sen. Chambliss said that now is not the time to underfund agriculture when the farm bill reauthorization process is just beginning.  “Any changes to current law will only accomplish taking away the certainty that agriculture producers and their bankers have been accustomed to over the life of the 2002 farm bill, said Chambliss.  The Senator also added that Grassley’s amendment is “not simply a budget-saving measure, but a complex issue that deserves thorough discussion when all of our farm policies are reviewed later on this year, not during the budget debate.  The Grassley amendment clearly fails to recognize differences in commodities, regions, as well as agribusiness infrastructure.”
Real ID Act:  The U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has agreed to delay implementation of the Real ID Act by two years because of constraints the legislation has put on states.  Saxby Chambliss, co-sponsor of the amendment to the Improving America’s Security Act of 2007 and former chairman of the Senate Ag Committee, said, “I believe it is important to move forward with the intent of the law while at the same time being reasonable and responsive to the implementation and funding constraints placed on states. Imposing an unfunded mandate on states is not right. “

Environmental NEWS

Water Conservation Still Needed:  Tuesday’s annual meeting of the state drought board became a forum to discuss dry conditions in parts of North Carolina and stress the need for water conservation.  Members of the N.C. Drought Management Advisory Council say this year’s rainfall has helped keep North Carolina reservoirs full.  However, stream flows are lower than average in parts of the mountains and coastal plain. Moreover, weather models indicate that the Tar Heel State could be facing below normal precipitation and above average temperatures in the coming weeks. That outlook means that people need to be especially vigilant about conserving water, council members said.

Opposition to Navy OLF: State Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler has asked the U.S. Navy to consider other sites for its proposed outlying landing field in eastern North Carolina. In a letter sent Wednesday to U.S.  Navy Secretary Donald Winter, Troxler said the site in Washington and Beaufort counties would affect 30,000 acres of farmland. Acquisition and use restrictions that are a part of the project would affect corn and soybean fields in the counties, said Troxler.  House Speaker Joe Hackney, D-Orange, wrote a letter to Congressman G.K. Butterfield, whose district includes the proposed site, urging Congress to withhold funding for the project until the Navy seeks another option. Dale Hall, director of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, visited the site Monday to express his concerns about the plan. Sen. Elizabeth Dole on Monday requested an additional hearing to be held in Charlotte. 

Business NEWS        
Utilities Commission: North Carolina regulators gave Duke Energy permission Tuesday to seek rate increases to recover as much as $125 million in costs for planning a nuclear plant in South Carolina. Duke asked the N.C. Utilities Commission in the fall to agree that it would be appropriate for the utility to begin planning for twin reactors in Cherokee County, S.C. Such a decision would allow it to press a rate-increase case in the future to recover the costs of the planning work. 
Coal-Fired: Duke Energy Corp. estimated a single coal-fired power unit at its Cliffside facility in western North Carolina would cost $1.53 billion to build, the state Public Utilities Commission disclosed Wednesday. 
Commodity NEWS        
Smithfield Protest:  Protest organizers are calling for a Southeastern supermarket chain to remove bacon produced by Tar Heel, N.C.-based Smithfield Packing Co. The United Food and Commercial Workers Union says they will converge on 16 Harris Teeter locations in Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee at 11 a.m. March 31, urging the chain to find a new supplier for its house brand bacon.
Request For Upped Hog Slaughter The state of North Carolina will have roughly 90 days to decide whether to allow Smithfield Packing Co. to increase its hog slaughtering capacity. Smithfield pitched its proposal to up slaughter at its Tar Heel, N.C., plant by 12 percent, to 9.5 million hogs per year from about 8.5 million, at a hearing before state water regulators. The proposed increase is included in Smithfield's request for a renewal of a permit that allows the company to discharge treated wastewater into the Cape Fear River.  

Soybean Rust:  It appears that there is no active soybean rust in the US at this time.  The field with rust in Texas has been plowed up and planted to grain sorghum.  Kudzu was frozen back as far south as Tampa, and there is relatively little kudzu south of Tampa.  There is probably a 5% chance that the February freeze naturally eradicated SBR from the US.  This means there is a 95% chance that rust survived someplace in the south, though it is unknown where at this time.  A sentinel plot system, similar to what was used in 2005 and 2006, will be used for early detection of Asiatic soybean rust during the 2007 growing system. Currently soybean sentinel plots have been planted in Mississippi, Texas, and Florida and more will be planted throughout the South in the next several weeks. Information on the sentinel plot system is available on the web at http://www.sbrusa.net.

Tyson Selling Two Alabama Plants: Tyson Foods Inc. on Thursday announced it will sell two of its poultry-processing complexes in Alabama to Koch Foods Inc. The plants, which are located in Ashland and Gadsden, Ala., and mainly produce commodity chicken products, will be sold in addition to the company's Talladega, Ala., feed mill and its hatcheries in Fair Knoll and Empire. 
People in the NEWS

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley has appointed Eric Craig Chasse to the district court bench in Judicial District 10 in Wake County. Chasse takes the seat vacated by Judge Paul Gessner, who was elected to the Superior Court bench. Chasse has worked as private attorney since 1993, representing clients in both District and Superior courts of Wake County. Mikey Daniels, Wanchese, was appointed to the Marine Fisheries Commission. Daniels is owner and operator of Wanchese Fishing Company.

Retiring: Charles S. Jones will retire from his position as director of the N.C. Division of Coastal Management on June 1. Jones has held the position since 2004 and has served in various capacities with the division for 29 years. The agency has started looking for his replacement. 

Beef Board Names New CEO: The executive committee of the Cattlemen's Beef Board has named current board member Tom Ramey to the position of chief executive officer, effective May 1.  . 

USDA News

CRP Contracts:  Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns announced last week new results of the recent opportunity given to Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) participants to re-enroll or extend their contracts, which are set to expire between 2007 and 2010. An estimated 4.1 million acres in CRP contracts will exit CRP between 2007 and 2010. Of the 4.1 million acres, approximately 1.4 million acres are located in major corn producing states.   For more information go to www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA/webapp?area=home&subject=copr&topic=crp.

Public Meeting on Risk-Based Inspection: The Food Safety and Inspection Service will hold a public meeting in early April to discuss the algorithm the agency plans to use to compute risk-based inspection levels for meat-processing establishments. The initiative, which FSIS is rolling out at 30 pilot sites in April, essentially seeks to deploy FSIS inspection forces where they are needed most, in accordance with the food-safety risks inherent in a product and process, as well as the protocols in place to mitigate those risks. The meeting will be held April 2 from 1:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. at George Mason University — Arlington Campus, in Fairfax, Va.
Mark Your Calendar

AgForum with Butterfield – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend an Agribusiness Forum with Congressman G.K. Butterfield on March 30 at 11:30 am at the Tobacco Farm Life Museum in Kenly, NC. RSVP is required – seats are limited. Contact the Council at 919-782-4063 for ticket information.
AgForum with Foxx – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend an Agribusiness Forum with Congresswoman Virginia Foxx on April 13  at 11:30 am at the Blackwolf Vineyard in Dobson, NC.  RSVP is required – seats are limited. Contact the Council at 919-782-4063 for ticket information.
House Committee on Environment and Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, March 27 at 12 p.m., 643 Legislative Office Building.

The Marine Fisheries Commission Southeast Regional Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, March 27 at 6 p.m., DENR Regional Office, Wilmington.

The Marine Fisheries Commission -- Red Drum Fishery Management Plan Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, April 3 at 6 p.m., DENR Washington Regional Office Building, Washington. Contact: Lee Paramore, 252-473-5734.

The N.C. Division of Air Quality has scheduled a public hearing on an air quality permit on Tuesday, April 3 at 6 p.m. for a Haywood County pulp and paper mill, Colonial Theater Annex, 53 Park St., Canton. Contact: Tom Mather, 715-7408.
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