 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

April 24, 2006


Legislative NEWS

N.C. Budget.  House Democrats got a look at some budget numbers Tuesday night, and the news is good for a change. Over-collections of state taxes are at about $400 million and fiscal analysts at the Legislative Building predict a $605 million surplus by the time the fiscal year ends June 30. Over $1 billion in cash should be available for lawmakers when they return to Raleigh next month to adjust a $17.3 billion spending plan that takes effect July 1. There's also an additional $517 million that legislative leaders projected would be left unspent from the second year of two-year budget that passed last year. State agencies also could return at least $100 million that they never spent this year. "Overall, with reverted money, you're probably looking at $1.3 billion," said Rep. Jim Crawford, D-Granville, one of six chief budget-writers in the House.

Campaign NEWS
NC House Power. NCFREE’s™  chart of winners and likely winners shows 57 safe seats for the Democrats and 49 safe Republican seats. That leaves fourteen competitive races for 2006, enough for either party to gain control of the 120-member state House of Representatives. To maintain a majority, Democrats need to win four of the fourteen competitive seats, while Republicans must win twelve.

Mitchell to Appeal.   Former Rep. Frank Mitchell said he's still trying to run for the 79th House District, even after last week's State Board of Elections decision. The elections board ruled he was ineligible because he did not live in the district. Mitchell says he plans to appeal the ruling and that he's still putting up signs before the May 2 Republican primary. If he wins the appeal, there may have to be a special election. 

SEANC Endorsements. Primary endorsements released Thursday by the State Employees Association of North Carolina PAC include the opponents of former House Co-Speaker Richard Morgan and two Republicans - Rick Eddins of Wake County and Stephen LaRoque of Lenior County. In all, the SEANC PAC endorsed legislative candidates in 10 primary races including: Rep. Thomas Wright, D-New Hanover; Rep. Michael Wray, D-Northampton; Rep. Deborah Ross, D-Wake; Rep. Linda Coleman, D-Wake; Sen. Katie Dorsett, D-Wake; Pat Hurley, R-Randolph; and Shelly Willingham, D-Edgecombe. 

Off the List.  When the state Democratic Party sent out mass e-mail messages to party faithful about Democrats running for appellate court seats, they left off Rachel Lea Hunter. Hunter, a Cary lawyer, switched to the Democratic Party after a public break with the Republican Party when she ran for the N.C. Supreme Court in 2004. Hunter is challenging N.C. Supreme Court Associate Justice Mark Martin in November’s election. Jerry Meek, the state Democratic Party chairman, explained Hunter’s absence in an e-mail to The News & Observer:  “We’re focusing right now on incumbents and candidates who will appear on the ballot in May. In addition, this e-mail was partly designed to encourage people to contribute to those candidates who are in the public financing system. She is not participating in the public financing program.”

Ballot Problems.  The names of Rep. David Price and his opponents for the

Democratic nomination in the 4th Congressional District showed up on ballots in the 2nd Congressional District because a mistake with the new voting equipment that caused people to receive the wrong ballot. Voters from the precincts Hadley and Pittsboro are split between the two congressional districts. Officials say that Electronic Systems and Software, Inc. only provided a single ballot for democratic voters in those precincts. This means there are about 60 extra votes in the 4th District race that have to be sorted out. The 4th District race is the only difference between the two ballots, and votes cast in other races will not be affected by the mistake.  

Washington News

Ethanol Import Tariff. The U.S. ethanol industry appears to have little concern that Congress will suspend a 54-cents-a-gallon tariff on ethanol imports.  Officials from the Renewable Fuels Association, and the National Corn Growers Association said Tuesday that such legislative proposals could emerge on Capitol Hill but would have problems moving forward this election year due to a shorter legislative calendar.   

Disaster Relief.  Efforts to pass legislation to help farmers hurt by last year’s floods, droughts, hurricanes and high energy prices appear to be gaining ground. Rep. Collin Peterson, (D-MN), introduced new disaster relief legislation in the House. The Peterson measure is similar to an amendment to a supplemental appropriations bill passed by the Senate Appropriations Committee April 4.
Bush Moves Portman and Schwab.  President Bush nominated U.S. Trade Representative Rob Portman to be his new budget director, saying the former congressman will be a key member of the administration’s economic team and a “powerful voice” for its fiscal priorities.  Bush also nominated Deputy USTR Susan Schwab to replace Portman.  Both must be confirmed by the Senate, and Bush urged lawmakers to do that “promptly.”  

WTO Likely to Miss Deadline.   The 149 members of the World Trade Organization are likely to miss an end-April deadline to take a major step forward in liberalization of world trade.  The deadline to agree on precise formulas for cutting farm and industrial tariffs and subsidies is a key step toward concluding the WTO’s Doha round by the end of the year.    Top trade negotiators will meet in Geneva this Monday to decide whether the April deadline should be pushed back until the end of July. Rep. Jerry Moran, Chairman of the Subcommittee on General Farm Commodities and Risk Management, will lead a delegation of Congressional members to Geneva this week,

Port Plans. North Carolina's congressional delegation is pressing for a preliminary study of the N.C. International Port project’s plan to build a major new shipping terminal on the Cape Fear River in Brunswick County. For the project to succeed, experts say, the Cape Fear River will need to be dredged -- a project that could cost $400 million. U.S. Rep. Mike McIntyre and U.S. Sens. Elizabeth Dole and Richard Burr are seeking congressional authorization for what engineers and politicians term a "reconnaissance study” and the $100,000 estimated cost of the study.  If built, proponents say, the terminal would process 2 million container units a year, or nearly four times the activity at the Wilmington, NC port after its current expansion work is completed. The port itself, according to estimates by the N.C. State Ports Authority, might spur 48,000 jobs in the wider economy. 

People in the NEWS

Pork Board Committee. George Pettus of Maxwell Foods (Goldsboro Milling) will serve as the chairman of the National Pork Board's Environment Committee for 2006. The purpose of this committee is to develop proactive programs to help producers meet the challenges for responsible pork production and protect the environment, while maintaining the economic competitiveness of the U.S. pork industry.  Also, Curtis Barwick of Coharie Farms and Randy Barefoot of Prestage Farms have been named to serve on this committee.  

Currin Indicted.  A former U.S. attorney who later headed the North Carolina Republican Party was arrested last week after being indicted in a tax fraud conspiracy. Sam Currin, now a private criminal attorney, was one of four people charged after a sting by investigators for the Internal Revenue Service. Currin was also charged with obstruction of justice and witness tampering, as well as perjury in a related grand jury investigation of securities fraud. If convicted on all charges, Currin could be sentenced to as many as 60 years in prison. 

Business NEWS

Tobacco Lawsuit.  North Carolina has joined a growing list of states suing tobacco companies that they claim are withholding part of the money they agreed to pay under a 1998 settlement. Attorney General Roy Cooper said Thursday that he had filed a claim in Wake County Superior Court against R.J. Reynolds and Lorillard Tobacco Co. The lawsuit also names Philip Morris USA and several other companies that are seeking to have the MSA  payments reduced. 

Tyson Projects Loss.  Tyson Foods, citing a glut in chicken inventories that have led to "historically low breast meat prices" warned on Thursday that its quarterly and full-year results will be significantly impaired. The company now projects a loss of $0.38 per share for the second quarter, compared to an analyst expectation of $0.11 per share.  The company slashed its guidance for fiscal 2006. Two months ago, Tyson said it expected to earn $0.50 to $0.80 per share; now the expectation ranges from a profit of $0.10 to a loss of $0.25 per share. Analysts had expected a profit of $0.42 per share.  The company blamed most of the problems on avian influenza, which has cut into demand for chicken, but added that beef prices are falling as well while supplies increase, pressuring already shredded profit margins. 
Commodity NEWS        
Jury Awards $9.25 Million.  A federal jury in South Dakota Wednesday awarded $9.25 million to cattle raisers who said large meatpacking companies had underpaid producers for live cattle.  The class-action lawsuit sought almost $43 million from Tyson Fresh Meats Inc., Cargill Meat Solutions Corp. doing business as Excel Corp., Swift Beef Co. and National Beef Packing Co.  The jury awarded damages of $4 million from Tyson, $3 million from Cargill-Excel and $2.25 million from Swift, an attorney for the plaintiffs said.  The lawsuit alleged the meatpackers knowingly used incorrect USDA information to pay less to cattle producers than they would have if the cutouts were correct. Two of the packers have already said they will appeal the decision. 

Ethanol-Related Stocks Hot.   The gasoline substitute emerged as a grass-roots investment movement last year, with farmers raiding their savings to build plants that convert corn into the renewable fuel.  Now mutual fund managers and well-heeled investors are grasping for any stock with the slimmest connection to ethanol.  With soaring gasoline prices, the spot price of ethanol has doubled over the past 12 months to about $2.65 a gallon.  The Bush administration has been plugging ethanol in recent months; billionaire Bill Gates has also become an ethanol booster.  However, credit analysts at Standard & Poor’s, which rates the ethanol industry as “speculative” says it looks like a rush and are not sure the long-term prospects are being weighed.

Sudan Confirms Man With H5N1.  The lethal strain of bird flu has arrived in Sudan, infecting one man and causing the slaughter of thousands of poultry, Sudanese officials said Tuesday.  Sudan’s Health Ministry issued a statement saying it wants to cooperate fully with the world to fight the virus, but they lack f funding. 

USDA NEWS
CRP Deadline Extended.  USDA has extended the sign-up deadlines for both the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and the special CRP re-enrollment and extension opportunities to April 28. The extension was made because of sign-up automation problems and to give over-worked county office staff more time to sign up all who wish to participate.  After April 28, FSA will evaluate offers based on cost and environmental benefits. Accepted offers will become effective Oct. 1. 
Animal Tracking System.   A livestock tracking system planned by the government will not include the age of animals.  USDA officials say they don’t want to overburden ranchers.  Critics say the omission could make the system worthless.

Cotton Differentials.  Tables of upland and ELS cotton differentials and 2006 ELS cotton loan rate schedules for individual qualities are now available on FSA price support division’s Web site at www.fsa.usda.gov/dafp/psd/loanrate.htm.  The Web site also

includes loan rates for the base grade of upland cotton at each approved warehouse location.

Milk Payments.  USDA’s Farm Service Agency announced that payments under the extended Milk Income Loss Contract Program (MILC) began last week.

Mark Your Calendar
AgForum  with Congressman McIntyre. The NC Agribusiness Council is also hosting an AgForum, dinner and discussion with Congressman Mike McIntyre. This event will take place at the Duplin Winery in Rose Hill, NC on May 1.  Tickets are still available for  $50 per person, which includes dinner.  Seats are limited/reservations are required. Please contact the Council if you are interested in participating.
The Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change is meeting Tuesday, April 25 at 10 a.m. in 643 Legislative Office Building.

The Marine Fisheries Commission holds a public meeting on Wednesday, April 26 at 7 p.m., Thursday, April 27 at 9 a.m., and Friday, April 28 at 8:30 a.m. at the Wilmington Hilton Riverfront Hotel, Wilmington. Contact: Nancy Fish, 252-726-7021.
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