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Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

March 6, 2006


Legislative NEWS

Eminent Domain  A House committee looking into the states’ eminent domain laws pored over draft legislation that would require courts to award property owners costs and expenses, including reasonable attorney fees, appraisal fees and engineering fees, if the amount the court awards the property owner is more than 25 percent higher than the amount the government or utility made in its initial offer.   The draft legislation would also disallow any local acts giving local governments the right to take property for private development purposes.  Vehicle Emissions  Legislation sponsored by state Rep. Pricey Harrison, D-Guilford aims to have North Carolina regulate vehicle emissions.  California currently requires vehicles to be 25 percent cleaner than in other states.  Ten other states have followed suit and North Carolina would be the latest.  State officials are planning to conduct a study to see how the California standards would affect air quality in North Carolina.  The emissions bill did not get a hearing in last year’s legislative session and is sitting in separate legislative committees in the N.C. House and Senate.

Washington NEWS   
Import Duties on Ethanol Congress seems unlikely to lift import duties on much-need ethanol to meet a domestic shortfall.  MTBE, which has recently been banned, was being used by U.S. oil refineries that now need another fuel additive.  Current U.S. ethanol production averages 275,000 barrels per day but the U.S. Energy Information Administration says another 130,000 barrels a day may be needed.  Brazil is the world’s other main producer of ethanol, but its exports are increased with a 2.5 percent ad valorem tax and a second duty of 54 cents per gallon. Sen. Saxby Chambliss, chair of the Senate Agriculture Committee, said that Congress has no plans to consider tariff cuts this year, but he said such a move is not out of the question.

Free-Trade with Columbia The U.S. and Columbia reached a free-trade agreement that will eliminate duties on a raft of products exported to Columbia, including beef, cotton, wheat, several fruits, and many processed foods.  Tariffs will be lowered on other products, including pork and dairy products.

USDA Budget Cuts  Senate Ag Committee Chairman Saxby Chambliss asked budget leaders to ignore President Bush’s proposed cuts in agriculture spending and wait instead for an overhaul of U.S. farm subsidies.  The White House proposal calls for long-term revisions in USDA programs to save $10 billion over 10 years, most of it from crop and dairy supports.  

State Food Rules  The House is expected to vote Thursday on a bill that would pre-empt all state food safety regulations that are more stringent than federal standards.  The measure would require uniformity on warning labels and set standards that would affect a wide variety of state regulations.

Campaign NEWS      

Not Running Rep. Wilma Sherrill, R-Buncombe, said last week she will not run for a seventh term.  She was diagnosed with breast cancer but says that was not the reason for her decision.  She intends to complete her two-year term and be in her seat in the General Assembly when it reconvenes May 9.  Sherrill has been co-chair of the House Appropriations Committee for the past two terms. Republicans Bill Porter and Charles C. Thomas of Asheville have already filed for her seats.

No Competition  Fifty House members and 16 senators saw no one file for seats they hold when the election filing closed.

Off To The Races  As all 13 congressional incumbents filed last week for re-election, a new challenger, Vernon Robinson, threw his hat in the ring for the 13th Congressional District.  Robinson considered challenging Mel Watt in the 12th District but decided to run for the 13th. Robinson will face John Ross Hendrix of Cary and Charlie Sutherland of Mayodan in the May 2 primary for the right to take on Democrat Brad Miller in the Nov. 7 general election.

Horton Seat  Bill Miller, chairman of the Forsyth County Republican Party, will temporarily fill the N.C. Senate seat in the 31st District left vacant by the death of Ham Horton.  Gov. Mike Easley must approve the selection.  Miller says he will hold the seat for now then relinquish it to the winner of the Republican primary.  Gloria Whisenhunt, chairwoman of the Forsyth County Board of Commissioners; Pete Brunstetter, former chairman of the commissioners; and Nathan Tabor, a businessman, will run for the seat in the May 2 primary.  No Democrats are running.

Residency Challenge  A private investigator was hired to monitor Frank Mitchell, a Republican candidate from Iredell County in the May primary election, as part of a challenge to Mitchell’s residency.  Sidney Hart said he was hired by attorneys representing Sandra Gaither, an Iredell County resident and state Rep. Julia Howard, R-Davie, in an effort to prevent Mitchell from challenging Howard’s House seat.  The attorneys argue that Mitchell’s primary residence is not in the 79th House District, which encompasses Davie County and part of north Iredell.

Environmental NEWS

Growing Greener Coastal NC Republicans are voting for the environment more than their fellow Tar Heel Republicans according to a scorecard released by The League of Conservation Voters.  U.S. Rep. Walter Jones of Farmville received a 50% environmental voting rating while Sen. Richard Burr and Sen. Elizabeth Dole received a 5 and 0% rating, respectively. State rep. Carolyn Justice of Hampstead, Rep. Danny McComas of Wilmington, and Rep. Bonner Stiller of Southport all received ratings above 80%.
Developers Buy Dairy Farm. Large tracts of land in Mecklenburg are scarce and pricey and with burgeoning housing development in west and southwest Mecklenburg, developers are looking in Gastonia’s direction.    Gandy Communities recently bought the Howe Dairy Farm for roughly $14,935 an acre and envisions 1,100 residences on 308 acres.

Farmland Preserved  Kannapolis has signed over 2,000 acres of farmland for $8.5 million to the LandTrust of Central North Carolina, which will now protect the land from urban sprawl.  Farmers will now lease through LandTrust and the land will be used for hunting and recreational use outside of farming season.

Business NEWS
Kroger Nixes Carbon Monoxide Packaging  Kroger Co., which is mainly supplied by Tyson Foods, has stopped stocking ground beef products packaged with low-oxygen, modified atmosphere packaging containing carbon monoxide.

All-Natural Chicken  The fast-food restaurant Arby’s is introducing all-natural chicken in sandwiches, wraps, salads, and tenders.

People NEWS

Deaths  Former Rep. Don Beard, one of 20 Democrats whose legislative mutiny in 1989 toppled four-term House Speaker, Liston Ramsey, died last week at the age of 82.

Blizzard Moves On  After one year working as the top lobbyist at the N.C. Citizens for Business and Industry, Rolf Blizzard, Vice President for Governmental Affairs, has resigned.  He is accepting an opportunity to work for a development company in Raleigh.

New Members on Southern Growth Policies Board Gov. Mike Easley appointed Ferrel Guillory, Raleigh, and Cleve Simpson, Rocky Point, to the Southern Growth Policies Board.

Wake Lobbyist   David Miner will represent Wake County in Raleigh in May as a lobbyist, not a legislator.  Miner, who represented Cary in the N.C. House for 12 years, will advocate for the county on Medicaid reform, mental health treatment, and school funding among other issues.

Ethics Appointment  Gov. Mike Easley appointed Robert Farmer, a former lawmaker and judge with a record of pushing clean-government reforms, to the state Board of Ethics as the General Assembly is on the cusp of considering lobbying and campaign finance reform.

Commodity NEWS  
Tobacco Watch  More teenagers in the nation’s top-producing tobacco states are avoiding cigarettes, chew and other leaf products according to a survey released last week by the biennial Youth Tobacco Survey.  About 25 percent fewer high school students and 40 percent fewer middle-schoolers reported smoking between 2003 and 2005.  The drop represents 27,000 fewer teens who reported smoking during the two-year period.

Bird Flu in Cat  A cat found dead in Germany has tested positive for the deadly H5N1 strain, becoming the first mammal infected with the virus in continental Europe.  The cat is believed to have eaten part of an infected bird.    The H5N1 virus has been detected in about 20 new countries over the past month, crossing into Europe and Africa.

More Foreign Market Access Sixteen major agricultural commodity groups wrote Trade Representative Rob Portman and Secretary Mike Johanns that U.S. negotiators need to lock in meaningful market access gains for each major U.S. commodity in the next stage of the World Trade Organization negotiations scheduled to be completed by April 30.

Farmers Look to Biofuels  Many corn and soybean growers are now looking toward alternative energy programs as a more promising outlet for their produce since World Trade Organization negotiations to lower trade barriers have limped on for some four years.  The Bush administration recently announced a big initiative to decrease American reliance on foreign oil, with corn-and soybean-produced fuels ethanol and biodiesel on the list for further research and development.

New Brands for Livestock  A non-profit industry group plans to launch a voluntary program that aims to assign each cow, bison, and other livestock its own 15-digit number and track their movements in a national database.  The animals would be tagged with a bar code or radio-frequency chip in the ear or beneath the skin.

Ethanol on Wall Street Farmer-owned co-ops once accounted for half of all new ethanol plants but today only accounts for six of the 42 currently under construction.  Federal energy regulations and the rising price of oil have spurred an investment boom in ethanol plants, bringing unprecedented levels of private equity.  Farmers who have invested in plants in their communities are worried that institutional investors will buy them out.  

Falling Milk Prices Falling milk prices and rising energy prices have Northeast dairy farmers worrying.  Milk prices are expected to fall as low as $1.03 a gallon this spring, the price at which many farms will lose money on each gallon they produce.  The declining price is blamed on a glut of milk nationally, much of it coming from huge farms out West.  In addition, a three-cent tax on every 100 pounds of milk produced proposed by the Bush administration and the immigration bill now before Congress, which could make it more difficult for farmers to employ illegal Mexican immigrants, are also worrisome.

Cotton Survey The 2,4D ester nontarget injury to cotton issue has surfaced again so in an attempt to evaluate this continuing problem, the Crop Protections Association of North Carolina is conducted a survey to evaluate where and how extensive the problem is.  If you have cotton, contact Tom Hunt at cpancxo@bellsouth.net  to fill out a survey and return it by April 3. Banning 2,4D ester near cotton is a possibility, so this information could be vital. If injuries continue at the current rate per year, 2,4D ester could be banned during the time cotton is in the field, in some NC counties.
Pig Talk  North Carolina pork producers will be in Kenansville on March 27-28 for an Operation Main Street (OMS) training program, which was developed to improve the image of the pork industry by having producers communicate with their neighbors about their business and industry. OMS participants will be trained and empowered to portray North Carolina pork on a neighbor-to-neighbor level. The training provides producers with the tools to address many concerns that neighbors may have in a proactive manner.
Mark your Calendar
South Central AgForum.  If you haven’t reserved your seat yet, you need to do so today for The North Carolina Agribusiness Council AgForum March 24th, 2006 (Friday) 6:00 - 8:00 p.m. at Horizon Cellars Winery. AgLeaders from Anson,Bladen, Chatham, Columbus, Cumberland, Harnett, Hoke, Lee, Montgomery, Moore, Richmond, Robeson, Scotland, Stanly counties will be having discussion and dinner with Congressman Bob Etheridges about issues of importance to agriculture, including the 2007 Farm Bill and Immigration Reform. Registration is $50 per person and includes admission and dinner. Look for future announcements about an AgBanquet in your area in the coming weeks! 

Environmental Review Commission  Risk Based/Limit Liability for Cleanups Working Group will meet Monday, March 6th at 2 pm in 605 Legislative Office Building (LOB).  The commission will also meet on Tuesday, March 7th and Wednesday, March 8th at 9:30 am in 544 LOB.

Joint Legislative Committee on Equine Industry will meet on Tuesday, March 7th at 10 am in 1027/1128 LB.

Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change will meet on Tuesday, March 7th at 10 am in 643 LOB.
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