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NC Legislative NEWS

Budgeting: House and Senate budget writers have agreed -- for now -- to trim the amount of money Gov. Mike Easley wants to spend next year. Chief budget-writers at the General Assembly have told colleagues to create spending plans in the departments they oversee that are a combined $210 million less than what Easley's asked for in his budget proposal for the coming year, according to documents provided by lawmakers. Although that's a reduction of just 1 percent of Easley's proposed $20.1 billion budget, it cuts by 40 percent the $350 million in new programs and initiatives sought by the governor. Lawmakers in charge of crafting the budget say they want to send a message of fiscal conservatism to their colleagues. Rep. Jim Crawford, D-Granville and co-chair of the House Appropriations Committee, said the House is expected to fashion and approve a budget by May 7. The Senate will follow with its own spending plan, with a final compromise likely approved before the new fiscal year begins. 

Lucas' Seat: Durham County Democrats elected their party chairman, attorney Floyd McKissick, to the N.C. Senate Monday night. McKissick defeated former Durham County Board of Commissioners chairwoman Mary Ann Black, 44 votes to 38, on the fourth ballot in a special election to fill the term of the late State Sen. Jeanne Lucas, who died March 9. The term runs through 2008. As winner, McKissick will be recommended to Gov. Mike Easley for appointment to Lucas’ seat, which is essentially a formality. 
Campaign NEWS
Courted: U.S. Rep. Brad Miller is being courted by the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee to challenge to Republican Sen. Elizabeth Dole next year. Miller said he is listening. "I'm at least going to talk to folks in North Carolina and get a sense of what people are thinking," Miller said Wednesday. National Democrats have had difficulty recruiting a candidate to run against Dole. The latest poll from Democratic firm Public Policy Polling suggests that U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole could be vulnerable in the 2008 election. The poll of 556 likely voters conducted April 11 found that Dole, a Republican, enjoys a 43 percent approval rating compared to 40 percent who disapprove of the job she is doing in the Senate. In a head-to-head race with 13th District Congressman Brad Miller, a Democrat, Dole was favored by 44 percent, while Miller had the support of 33 percent and 22 percent were undecided. Dean Debnam, president of the polling firm, said support for Miller, who isn't widely known outside the general area of his congressional district, isn't as significant as Dole's favorable ratings coming in below 50 percent, always a significant benchmark for an incumbent. 
Environmental NEWS

Carbon Dioxide: A new report ranking North Carolina fourth in the nation for the largest increase in carbon dioxide emissions from 1990 to 2004 is being used by some lawmakers and environmental advocates to underscore the state's need to develop policies encouraging the use of renewable energy sources. The report by Environment North Carolina found that carbon dioxide emissions from coal-fired power plants in the state jumped 50 percent between 1990 and 2004. The report also found carbon dioxide emissions from fossil fuel consumption increased 36 percent during the same period.  Rep. Pricey Harrison, D-Guilford, and Rep. Grier Martin, D-Wake are sponsoring a measure that would require that renewable energy sources make up at least 10 percent of electricity used in North Carolina by 2020. It also would mandate conservation measures to reduce electricity consumption. 
Chicken Litter to Provide Power in Georgia:  A new power plant in Carnesville, Ga., will produce electricity powered in part by chicken litter. A project of Green Power EMC, a consortium of Electric Membership Corporation divisions from around the state, the conversion plant should be on line by this fall, utilizing litter from the many poultry farms in north Georgia. The plant should produce 20 megawatts of electricity when running at full capacity, enough power for about 15,000 homes.  
Sewer Permits: The North Carolina Division of Water Quality has imposed a moratorium on new permits for sewer line extensions for most of fast-growing eastern and southern New Hanover County. Officials with the agency said the moratorium was issued because the region's average daily flows for 2006 exceeded 80 percent treatment capacity, triggering a state regulation that requires plans to be in place to deal with future growth. To lift the moratorium, the city and county must submit an engineering plan that describes their future wastewater needs, including specific plans, plus funding sources for any expansion projects. County Manager Bruce Shell said it was fortunate that New Hanover was close to wrapping up a comprehensive system-wide study on its sewer system. Shell said the county hoped to have the report finished by late May and have the necessary information to the state soon after. 
Business NEWS        
Tyson Poultry Goes Trans-Fat Free: Springdale, Ark.-based Tyson Foods Inc. announced that, effective this month, all of its foodservice breaded poultry products will be trans-fat-free.  The nation's largest protein processor is finalizing its conversion to trans-fat-free cooking oils, a process that began in 2004.  Tyson said that its research showed no taste, texture or visual differences between the newly formulated products and its current product lines.

Impact of Raid: Greeley, Colo.-based meat processor Swift & Co. pointed to the U.S. government's raid of six plants in December, which netted more than 1,200 employees on charges of immigration violations, in further explaining a third-quarter slump in beef sales.  Swift executives said third-quarter earnings, which were negative $9 million — a significant improvement compared with the negative $30 million posted in the prior-year period — would have been in the black if the raids hadn't occurred. The company said Swift Beef sales declined 15.8 percent in the three months ended Feb. 25, though Swift Australia increased 14 percent and Swift Pork sales rose 2.9 percent. Sam Rovit, Swift's president and CEO, said the company is well on its way to recovery, with pork production returning to pre-raid levels in March and beef production expected to do the same by summer.
Commodity NEWS        
Easter Freeze: Subfreezing temperatures over Easter weekend did an estimated $111.7 million in damage to crops across North Carolina, according to state agriculture officials. Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler called the estimate "staggering" and said the final losses probably will be much higher. The damages extended to 85 of the state's 100 counties, according to early reports submitted by county offices of the U.S. Farm Service Agency. Nursery crops suffered the highest losses, at $57.9 million, according to the agriculture department. Fruits and vegetables, including apples, peaches, grapes, and various berries, suffered losses estimated at $26.5 million. Other affected crops included corn, wheat, barley and Irish potatoes. Troxler encouraged farmers to contact their local cooperative extension agent or Farm Service Agency office to report damage. 
Soybean, Corn Prices Spike:  While all ears have been tuned to rising corn prices in recent months, the price of soybean oil has shot up more than 50 percent since last fall. That, coupled with a dramatic doubling of corn prices during the same period, has left companies throughout the food chain feeling the pinch. Economists say the diversion of acreage from soybeans to corn is shorting supply and raising prices.  Soybean oil is used in many cooking oils, including trans-fat-free oils now being used by some of the nation's largest restaurant chains, such as Louisville, Ky.-based KFC.  
OIE Launches AI Web Site: The World Organization for Animal Health (OIE) recently launched a new Web site providing key facts and figures about highly pathogenic avian influenza.   The site also provides users with information on avian influenza prevention and control, strategies for dealing with avian influenza, technical expertise and applicable OIE standards and guidelines. Visit the site at http://www.oie.int/eng/info_ev/en_avianinfluenza.htm
Steam Cleaning Reduces Pathogens in Meat: Commerical household steam cleaning is an efficient, cost-effective method for smaller-scale meat processors to remove naturally occurring bacteria from beef and hog carcasses, according to a study by scientists at the University of Georgia. Tests were performed on 72 beef and 72 hog carcasses from four small processing plants, with one side of carcasses exposed to 60 seconds of steam treatment, and the other side left untreated. Prior to treatment, salmonella was found in five of the carcasses, but all tested negative for the pathogen after treatment. The method also reduced counts of aerobes, coliforms, and enterobacteriaceae in all carcasses.
People in the NEWS

Leaving Prison: Former Agriculture Commissioner Meg Scott Phipps is expected to leave federal prison later this month after a nearly four years. Phipps should be released April 23, said Phipps' husband, Robert.  After her release, she will be confined to her Haw River home by an electronic ankle bracelet, except for going to work. She is expected to stay under home confinement and wear the ankle bracelet through August, when her sentence officially ends. A few months of imprisonment were shaved off Phipps' sentence for good behavior. Phipps, 51, has been serving her sentence at the federal prison camp for women in Alderson, W.Va. Phipps has been teaching high school-level classes to other inmates as her job at the prison. Upon her release, she'll begin working as the director of Christian Education at Hawfields Presbyterian Church in Haw River, the Scott family church for generations. 

Utilities Commission: Gov. Mike Easley has promoted Raleigh attorney Edward Finley to chairmen of the North Carolina Utilities Commission. The move comes less than a month after the General Assembly confirmed him as a member of the board. Finley is the newest member of the panel regulating the state's telecommunications, electric and natural gas markets. He will serve a four-year term as chairman and replace Jo Anne Sanford, who stepped down from the panel at the end of December after 10 years as chairwoman. 

Deaths: Former Sen. William N. Martin has died of a heat ailment, his widow said Saturday. He was 61. Martin had been treated for an irregular heartbeat and was recovering from a stroke two years earlier. Martin served in the Legislature from 1983 to 2002, where he was chairman of the Senate Health and Human Services budget subcommittee in his final term. 
USDA News

Meat Supply to Drop as Corn Prices Rise: The U.S. meat supply will fall by 1.7 pounds per person this year as demand for ethanol pushes corn prices to their highest level in a decade, boosting livestock feed costs. Beef, pork and chicken output will fall by 1 billion pounds, the USDA forecasts. That translates to 220 pounds of meat and poultry per American in 2007, down from 221.7 pounds per capita in 2006. Feeders are using less corn and more wheat in their rations and are sending cattle and broiler chickens to market at lower weights because of rising costs.  Farmers have indicated they will expand corn production by 15 percent this year, making a record crop possible.  Food prices, meantime, will rise by 2.5 percent to 3.5 percent this year, USDA estimates. 

Russia Places Partial Ban on Foreign Meat Imports:   The Russian Federal Service for Veterinary and Phytosanitary Supervision has introduced a partial ban on meat imports from the United States, Belgium, Brazil, France, Germany, The Netherlands and Uruguay. The agency's inspections this year detected large batches of meat products infected with salmonella. As a result, it banned from sale in Russia three consignments of poultry meat weighing a total of 72.2 tons, a batch of chicken backs weighing 23.6 tons and 481.7 tons of chicken mincemeat from the United States.
Mark Your Calendar

AgGolf at Woodlake – Sign up  to play golf in the annual NC Agribusiness Council AgGolf Tournament on Monday, April 30 at Woodlake Country Club in the Sandhills of Moore County.  The format will be captain’s choice with a shotgun start at 9:30 am.  Breakfast and Lunch will be served for participants. If you are interested in playing, please contact the Council at 919-782-4063 for more information.
AgForum with McHenry – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend an Agribusiness Forum with Congressman Patrick McHenry on June 1  at 11:30 am at the Waldensian Winery  in Valdese, 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, April 17 at 12:00 p.m. 643 Legislative Office Building.

Senate Committee on Agriculture/Environment/Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, April 17 at 11:00 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
House Committee on Agriculture will meet on Wednesday, April 18, at 12:00 pm 1229 Legislative Building.
The Marine Fisheries Commission Hard Clam and Oyster FMP Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, April 17 at 6 p.m., Room 305, CMAST Building, Carteret Community College, 303 College Circle, Morehead City. 
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