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NC Legislative NEWS

El Pueblo Agenda: Latino advocates have announced plans to lobby lawmakers for driver's licenses, instate tuition and wage enforcement for undocumented immigrants. El Pueblo, a Raleigh-based nonprofit, said Tuesday when it released its legislative agenda that pushing for a special driver's license for illegal immigrants is the advocacy group's top priority.  "When you have drivers on the roads not fully informed of our traffic laws, that puts all our communities in danger," said Zulayka Santiago, El Pueblo's executive director. El Pueblo would also like to see the state create a program to certify educated immigrants, using their foreign credentials, so they can work in their field.. 
Campaign NEWS
Smith Announcement: Sen. Fred Smith has announced that he is running for the Republican nomination for N.C. governor in 2008. Smith, in his fifth year in the Senate, is a home builder and developer from rural Johnston County. Though he has never run for statewide office, he said voters should focus on his business experience and his conservative policy positions. 
Washington NEWS

Chemical Security Bill:  On Thursday, March 15, the House Appropriations Committee passed their version of the Fiscal Year 2007 Emergency Supplemental Appropriations bill.  Some feel, this supplemental funding bill, which provides funding for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, includes disruptive changes to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security's (DHS) proposed chemical facility security requirements.  October 2006, Congress passed new federal chemical facility security mandates.  DHS is set to implement these enforcement regulations in early April 2007.  The regulations cover a broad array of industry segments: agriculture, energy, manufacturing, small business, municipal agencies, water treatment and others.  The proposed House changes effectively ensure that the new rules will be delayed, thereby leaving chemical facilities already implementing more stringent security measures in limbo regarding their regulatory obligations.  

AMI Urges Improvement of Federal Employee Verification Program:  With a comprehensive immigration bill now before the House of Representatives, The American Meat Institute is urging Congress to consider several measures to strengthen the Department of Homeland Security's Basic Pilot Employee Verification Program. In order to combat identity theft, AMI says the Social Security Administration and DHS should be required to not only inform employers if an employee's name and social security number are legitimate, but if the name and number are being used in multiple workplaces.  AMI also is urging that:  the number of documents allowed for submission to determine work eligibility be reduced in order to avoid confusion and document fraud; employers be given the tools to determine in real time or near real time the legal status of a prospective employee or job applicant; employers complying with electronic employment eligibility verification requirements be provided protection from discrimination lawsuits that result from compliance. 

Help for Poor:  U.S. Senator Elizabeth Dole has introduced legislation that would assist economically distressed areas of North Carolina and the Southeast. The bipartisan legislation, the Southeast Crescent Authority (SECA) Act, would authorize $40 million in funding over the next five years to spur economic development, establish priorities in development planning, support local development districts and encourage private investment in the region. The legislation, co-sponsored by U.S. Senator Saxby Chambliss, R-Ga., would establish a program similar to the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), which has helped alleviate chronic and severe economic distress in the Appalachian counties of the United States.  The region impacted by the SECA Act encompasses millions of people in 429 counties across seven states: Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, South Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida.  SECA would be organized and administered in a manner much like ARC.  Each of the seven states’ governors would serve on a board of directors with a federal co-chairman appointed by the president.  The governors would select one of their members to serve as the state co-chairman.  
Environmental NEWS

Air Pollution: North Carolina had lower releases of other types of toxins, including those linked to reproductive disorders, according to a study released Monday by the N.C. Public Interest Research Group. Rob Thompson, a spokesman for the research group, claimed the pollutants released are hazardous to health, but the report didn't show a link to health problems at the state level. Further, North Carolina utility officials said the industry has changed since those numbers were reported, and that industries are complying with a law passed in 2002 requiring reduced emissions. Navy Landing Field: The Navy has agreed to a request by U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole and environmental groups to schedule a hearing in Charlotte on its controversial plan to build a practice landing field near an eastern North Carolina wildlife refuge. The Navy had scheduled six hearings, beginning last week, all on the coastal plain. Atlantic Fleet spokesman Ted Brown said the Charlotte hearing will be April 17 at the Charlotte Convention Center, with an informal information period 4:30-6:30 p.m., followed by a formal hearing 7-10 p.m. Also, state health officials have filed a response to a draft Navy environmental impact statement on its proposed outlying landing field in Beaufort and Washington counties, saying the Navy's plan to use poison to control local bird populations would create a health hazard to people who come in contact with it. 
Business NEWS        
Tourism Revenue: More than 45 million visitors to North Carolina spent more than $15 billion last year, Gov. Mike Easley's office announced Monday. Overall, tourism revenue across the state increased 8.3 percent from 2005, the largest increase in tourism expenditures since 1990, the governor's office said. Still, the actual number of visitors to the state declined substantially in 2006, when compared to figures released in 2005 by Lynn Minges, director of the Department of Commerce's Division of Tourism, Film and Sports Development.  Tourism in North Carolina generated $1.3 billion in state and local tax dollars in 2006, up from about $1.2 billion in 2005. 
Hiring Practices Prompt Lawsuit:  An hourly employee of Pilgrim's Pride Corp.'s Russellville, Ala., poultry processing complex filed a lawsuit against managers at the plant, alleging they knowingly hired illegal immigrants. The lawsuit, filed by Jennifer Hall, is seeking class-action status in U.S. District Court. It claims that the plant's operations manager and Complex Manager intentionally hired illegal immigrants to reduce wages for all plant employees.  Plaintiffs include hourly paid workers who have been employed by Pilgrim's Pride or Gold Kist Inc., now a Pilgrim's subsidiary, at each of the companies' facilities around the United States. 
Commodity NEWS        
N.C. Researcher Turns Animal Fat Into Jet Fuel: A researcher at North Carolina State University has shown he can make high-grade jet fuel from animal fat not even fit to be called lard. After eight months of work, Bill Roberts only has about a teaspoon of fuel, but once he can produce about two cups — over the next eight months or so — he will use it to fire up a miniature jet engine.  If those tests go well, Roberts and his partners could have a product to sell. Diversified Energy in Gilbert, Ariz., is already negotiating a license agreement with N.C. State and believes eventually the fuel could be sold to customers such as the U.S. military.

Cotton Growers Move to Corn:  Cotton growers are switching a big portion of their acreage to corn in 2007, says John Anderson, Mississippi State University Extension agricultural economist. "It's certainly not out of the question that 25% of the state's cotton acres could go to corn due to higher corn prices," he says. Texas cotton growers are also likely to switch to corn in '07, says Brent Bean, Texas A&M Extension agronomist. "There's clearly going to be a shift from cotton to corn this year, but exactly how much is hard to say," says Bean. 
AMI Speaks Out About China's Ban on U.S. Beef:   U.S. beef should no longer be banned from the Chinese market, and the Strategic Economic Dialogue meeting slated for mid-May should be used to negotiate and end to the embargo, said J. Patrick Boyle, president and CEO of the American Meat Institute.  Speaking before the Senate Finance Committee, Boyle noted that the United States is in accordance with internationally accepted scientific principles regarding food safety and animal health. A World Organization for Animal Health expert panel has recommended a "controlled risk" designation for the United States in terms of bovine spongiform encephalopathy.  China was the ninth largest market for U.S. beef in 2003, with sales in excess of $27 million, before the ban was put into place. In 2006, China imported more than $575 million in pork and poultry products, a 55 percent increase over 2005 values. For 2007, China is already importing 121 percent more pork and poultry products by value than by this time last year.
Japanese Retailer to Start Selling U.S. Beef :Japanese retailer Seiyu, the supermarket chain that is 51 percent owned by Wal-Mart Stores, announced Monday that about 20 of its stores near Tokyo will begin selling U.S. beef.  U.S. beef chuck for steaks will cost $2.53 for 3.5 ounces at Seiyu, compared to Japanese beef, which sells for about $9.15 for 3.5 ounces of sirloin steak, according to a Seiyu spokeswoman. Seiyu, which operates about 400 stores throughout Japan, joins a handful of Japanese Costco stores and smaller chains that sell U.S. beef.
People in the NEWS

Appointed: Gov. Mike Easley has appointed Owen Willis Jr. to the District Court bench for the 11th Judicial District. Willis takes the seat designated to Harnett County that was left vacant by the resignation of Judge James Etheridge. 

Retiring: Alan Klimek, the director for the North Carolina Division of Water Quality since 2002, has announced plans to retire later this year. Klimek, who began his state government career in 1972 as an environmental engineer with the Division of Environmental Management, also served as the director of the Division of Air Quality when the environmental management division split into air and water divisions in 1996. Klimek's retirement will be effective June 1, 2007. 
USDA News

Russia Could Resume U.S. Beef Imports:  Russian food safety officials said the country could resume importation of U.S. beef after Russian and U.S. veterinary specialists inspect and accredit U.S. plants that produce process and store meat products.  According to media reports, Russia's food safety chief, Sergei Dankvert and Allan Mustard, an advisor with the U.S. Embassy in Russia, reached an agreement on the matter Friday. However, they didn't set a timeframe for inspections.  Russia banned U.S. beef imports in December 2003 after the discovery of the first case of bovine spongiform encephalopathy in the United States.

Horse Slaughter Setback: In another setback for the U.S. horse slaughter industry, a federal appeals court on Wednesday blocked the Agriculture Department from providing horse meat inspections for a fee. In 2005, Congress removed funding for horse meat inspections, but USDA created a plan to provide inspections for slaughter plants for a fee. Judge Colleen Kollar-Kotelly found the agency did not follow federal procedures for setting up the inspection fee program.
Mark Your Calendar

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.
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.
The Environmental Review Commission will meet on Tuesday, April 3 at 11 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
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 for a Haywood County pulp and paper mill on Tuesday, April 3 at 6 p.m., Colonial Theater Annex, 53 Park St., Canton. Contact: Tom Mather, 715-7408.

The Marine Fisheries Commission -- Central Regional Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, April 10 at 6 p.m., DENR Regional Office, 943 Washington Square Mall, Washington.
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