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NC Legislative NEWS

Hog Rules:  The state Senate voted unanimously Wednesday to permanently ban new hog farms that collect waste in lagoons and then spray it on fields. The bill would ban the construction of waste lagoons on hog farms as of Sept. 1 and offer farmers up to $500,000 in aid if they volunteered to install more environmentally friendly disposal systems. Farms with waste lagoon systems could continue to use them. Sen. Charlie Albertson, D-Duplin, who sponsored the legislation, said he intended the legislation to help ensure the longevity of the swine industry by aiding the transition to better waste-disposal methods that would make the farms good neighbors in their communities.  Separate bills in the Senate and House would provide $10 million a year for up to five years to help farmers convert to more environmentally friendly waste-disposal systems. 
Smoking Ban: A supposedly weakened bill that would have largely banned smoking across North Carolina has again won the support of a House judiciary committee. The modified bill still bans smoking statewide in restaurants, hotels and state government office buildings. It specifically excludes restaurant-bars that are age-restricted and smoking-designated hotel rooms. However, local governments would have the authority to override those exceptions and to bar or restrict smoking in public places, workplaces, local government buildings, public transportation and schools. The measure will now be rescheduled for a full House vote.  Rep. Paul Stam, the House GOP leader, said it makes no difference whether the state or the local government sets the rules -- they would still violate private property rights. Paul Stone, head of the North Carolina Restaurant and Lodging Association, said the organization considers the new measure to be even worse than the original by leaving some restaurants at a competitive disadvantage to exempted adult bar-restaurants in the same market. "In addition, the local control makes it even harder and less uniform for any kind of smoking ban or policy," he said.
Oyster Bill: The state's battered oyster population would likely get a boost under a billsponsored by Sen. Julia Boseman, D-New Hanover. State officials say nearly 90 percent of North Carolina's oyster reefs have been lost since the early 20th centur. Boseman's bill will allocate $16.3 million to jump-start a statewide oyster hatchery program. The initiative aims to raise up to 5 billion larvae a year to help rebuild the oyster population.  Boseman's bill, which would meet the recommendations of a multi-agency task force, would pay for the construction of several facilities along the coast. The state hopes to break ground on the new facilities next year and have them operational by spring 2009. 
State Ports: Legislators questioned state ports officials Tuesday about plans for a new $1 billion port near Southport. Ports officials spoke to members of a House Appropriations subcommittee, presenting financial projections showing the ports issuing $148 million in additional debt over the next four years helping fund $263 million in construction needs.  $63 million of the total would go toward the new international port. The figures, though, did not reflect the $500 million, half of it expected to come from the state, which ports Chief Financial Officer Jeff Strader said would be needed to dredge the Cape Fear River so that the port could accept massive new container ships. The projections showed much of the construction debt being met by port revenue, with a state appropriation of $7.5 million. Ports CEO Tom Eagar said the project will likely involve private partners, who are increasingly willing to help fund such projects. 
Waterfront Present Use Value: The Waterfront Access Study Committee has recommended that the state give special tax breaks for coastal piers, fish houses and marinas along with appropriate money to preserve those uses to stem the loss of public coastal waterfront access points. The committee is calling on the General Assembly to adopt a tax classification called "present-use value," which allows property to be valued for its current use for tax purposes, rather than the value of surrounding property, which could be significantly higher. Fishing piers, fish houses and other access points for boats and fishermen are disappearing as the demand for waterfront property goes up, officials say.  The panel, overseen by the North Carolina Sea Grant program, also recommended creating a state trust fund to help retain working waterfronts and using more money to promote access to coastal public waters. 
Mckissick: Floyd McKissick Jr., a Durham Democrat, was appointed Tuesday by Gov. Mike Easley to finish the term of the late Senator Jeanne Lucas.
Washington NEWS

Stay Out of Cattle Marketing: A study by USDA's Grain Inspection, Packers and Stockyards Administration concluded that flexible marketing choices have benefited some producers while maintaining the market's competitiveness.  All the more reason, the National Cattlemen's Beef Association told the U.S. House Agriculture Subcommittee on Livestock, Dairy and Poultry at a hearing Monday, that the federal government should shelve any legislation that would restrict the way producers market their cattle. "When it comes to market structure and competition, NCBA's position is simple – we ask that the government not tell us how we can or cannot market our cattle," said John Queen, NCBA president and North Carolina cattle producer.  NCBA and other meat industry groups, such as American Meat Institute, expressed support for alternative marketing arrangements such as forward contracts, production contracts, packer ownership and custom feeding. 
OLF:  U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole said Thursday she opposes putting a Navy practice landing field in rural eastern North Carolina.  The state's senior senator, who joins fellow Republican and U.S. Sen. Richard Burr and Democratic Gov. Mike Easley in opposing the outlying landing field, or OLF, said the proposal was "not feasible." She said it fails to adequately address environmental and safety concerns about allowing fighter jets to land near a wildlife refuge. Dole, a member of the Senate's Armed Services Committee, said the Navy "must withdraw its recommendation" and focus on alternate sites where concerns are more limited. Four other potential sites are in Bertie, Craven, Hyde and Perquimans counties. 
Environmental NEWS

Alternative Fuels:  Government officials, environmentalists and business people gathered Wednesday to consider North Carolina's future in alternative fuels. The daylong conference, "Mobilizing North Carolina," was aimed at bringing together the latest information on fuels, related environmental issues and new transportation technology State energy official Larry Shirley said he's optimistic North Carolina could become the South's largest producer of alternative fuels. Shirley, the head of the state Energy Office, said the state already has four plants that make biodiesel and there also are ethanol projects in the works. The state also has the nation's third-largest concentration of biotechnology firms critical for alternative-fuel research, he said. 
Business NEWS        
Dole Foods: Dole Food Co. has indefinitely suspended plans for a frozen fruit plant in North Carolina. Dole owner David Murdock said the California company has had trouble getting state farmers to commit to supplying products for the plant. Two weeks ago, Dole opened a $54 million salad packaging plant in Bessemer City. 
Commodity NEWS        
Federal Disaster Request: Gov. Mike Easley has asked for federal disaster declarations in 56 counties, including some in the mountains that suffered crop damage during the Easter weekend freeze. The estimated statewide loss has reached about $111.7 million, according to U.S. Farm Service Agency offices in North Carolina. The designation would allow farmers to get federal emergency loans for damage caused by the four-day cold snap, which began April 6.  The losses were worst among nursery crops, which suffered $57.9 million in damage. Vegetable and fruit crops suffered an estimated $26.5 million in damage. Initial assessments showed that 47 counties suffered a loss of 35 percent or more of at least one crop. 
Grape Freeze: North Carolina grape growers are waiting to see whether their crops have been destroyed by this month's cold weather. Farmers and wine makers won't know the full extent of the damage until warm temperatures return and the vines begin to grow. But observers are already reporting heavy losses in white-wine grapes such as chardonnay, pinot gris, viognier and riesling. "We got hit real hard," said Jerry Douglas, a senior vice president for Biltmore Estates in Asheville. After three nights at 18 degrees, Biltmore lost nearly all of its chardonnay and most of its riesling, he said. Grape growers won't be able to assess the total damage until at least June. They are particularly worried that the deep freeze may have injured the vines themselves -- damage that can take months to discover. It's difficult to put a dollar amount on the loss of grapes, said Margo Knight Metzger of the North Carolina Wine and Grape Council in Raleigh. The value of the grapes may be only $3 million or $4 million, but that doesn't count the value of the finished wine, which is much higher. The wine industry has been steadily growing in recent years. Since 2002, the state has doubled its capacity to 61 wineries in 34 counties, according to the wine and grape council. The state produced wine valued at $37 million in 2005. 

Produce-Related E. Coli Outbreaks A Growing Problem:  Foodborne illness deriving from E. coli O157:H7 spiked last year, but meat wasn't the culprit, according to new data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which canvassed 10 participating states. CDC found that the biggest development was the blooming of E. coli in vegetables.  CDC also found that E. coli cases deriving from ground beef are decreasing, thanks to industry wide food-safety reforms, including implementation of HACCP programs. 
PseudoRabies Confirmed in Wisconsin Swine Herd:  A pseudorabies outbreak in a swine herd in Clark County, Wis., was confirmed by the Natinonal Veterinary Services Laboratories on Wednesday.  "It's odd the disease has been resurrected," said Jennifer Lord-Kouraichi, Clark County emergency management director.  There have been no outbreaks in commercial herds in the United States since 2003, she said.  USDA has ordered that all swine herds within five miles of the outbreak be tested and that the infected herd, about 300 animals, destroyed within 15 days. 
Pet Food Contaminant Affects Calif. Hog Farm: California authorities quarantined a Stanislaus County hog farm after an industrial chemical tied to a broad pet-food recall was discovered in pig urine. The state's Department of Food and Agriculture said it was conducting more testing to determine if the chemical, melamine, entered the meat produced by American Hog Farm. Authorities theorize that the melamine derived from rice protein concentrate was imported from China by a Lathrop, Calif.-based Diamond Pet Foods facility, which makes products under the Natural Balance brand. Diamond also sold salvage pet food to the farm for pig feed. Melamine, used in several industrial processes such as making plastics, has tainted more than 100 brands of dog and cat food and been blamed for causing health problems in dogs and cats.  
USDA News

FDA Approves Human AI Vaccine: The Food and Drug Administration announced that it has approved a human vaccine against highly pathogenic avian influenza.  Made by France-based Sanofi-Aventis, the vaccine will be stockpiled by the federal government and not sold commercially. Norman Baylor, director of FDA's Office of Vaccines Research and Review called the vaccine a "sort of interim measure" until more effective inoculations are developed. Testing of Sanofi-Aventis' product resulted in a 45-percent effectiveness rate in a test group using two injections administered 28 days apart. 
Mark Your Calendar

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.
The state Board of Agriculture will meet on Monday, April 23 at 12:30 to discuss a rule to govern the sale of unpasteurized milk for pet food, and a $1 per head assessment to promote the cattle industry, 2 W. Edenton St., Raleigh..

The Joint Legislative Commission on Seafood and Aquaculture will meet on Monday, April 23 at 4 p.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.

Senate Committee on Agriculture/Environment/Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, April 24 at 11 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building

N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries will hold a public meeting on Tuesday April 24 at 7 p.m. to discuss possible changes to federal regulations for turtle excluder devices, which allow sea turtles to escape from nets, Roanoke Island Festival Park, Manteo. 

House Committee on Environment and Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, April 24 at 12:00 p.m. 643 Legislative Office Building.

House Committee on Agriculture will meet on Wednesday, April 25, at 12:00 pm 1229 Legislative Building.
House Committee on Agribusiness will meet on Wednesday, April 25 at 1:00 pm 415 Legislative Office Building.
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