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NC Legislative NEWS

Hazardous Waste: Companies that store hazardous waste would face closer monitoring and more frequent inspections under a bill approved Thursday by a House committee. The legislation, which moves to the full House, seeks to prevent disasters such as the Oct. 9 fire at a chemical plant in Apex. The bill incorporates recommendations made by the Hazardous Waste Materials Task Force. The measure would require such plants to give information to emergency workers about what is stored there. One of the bill's sponsors, Rep. Nelson Dollar, R-Wake, says that would give emergency responders the ability to safely address whatever problems arise.  The bill would require commercial hazardous waste facilities to renew their permits at least every five years instead of the current 10-year cycle. Property owners would be notified of the permitting process if they live within a quarter-mile of a proposed storage site. 

Conspicuous Labeling: Sen. Harry Brown, R-Onslow, has filed a bill that would require food items that come from cloned animals to come with a "conspicuous label" noting the cloning. Failure to include the label could lead to a misdemeanor charge and a fine of up to $2,000. 
Campaign NEWS
On Hold: U.S. Rep. Brad Miller, a Raleigh Democrat, has postponed his re- election kickoff because he is contemplating running against U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole. "A funny thing happened on the way to my 2008 campaign for re- election to the U.S. House," Miller wrote in an e-mail message to supporters. "So we're postponing the kickoff fundraiser at the Irregardless Cafe, which we had scheduled for April 29, until we know what we're kicking off." The talk in Democratic circles is that Miller is leaning toward running against Dole. Miller, a three-term congressman, says he is happy representing the 13th District, but is clearly intrigued by serving in the Senate.  Talk quickly moved to his potential replacement this week. The buzz centered on three potential candidates on the Democratic side: state Sens. Janet Cowell of Raleigh, Kay Hagan of Greensboro, and state Rep. Grier Martin of Raleigh. Cowell and Hagan wouldn't rule it out, while Martin said he was actively considering it. 
Washington NEWS

Ag Association Urges Interstate Meat Sales:  The National Association of State Departments of Agriculture is urging Congress to take prompt action on bipartisan legislation introduced Thursday that would allow interstate sales of state-inspected meat and poultry.  NASDA Executive Vice President Rick Kirchhoff points out that under current law, meat and poultry from 34 foreign countries can be freely shipped and sold anywhere in the United States, but that product from small domestic processors cannot.  Three USDA advisory committees have recommended that the ban be removed. 

Federal Immigration Program: Illegal immigrants arrested in three North Carolina counties may find themselves detained and awaiting deportation proceedings under a federal program. Sheriffs in Alamance, Mecklenburg and Gaston counties are participating in the program, which was created in 1996. About a dozen law enforcement agencies across the country take part in the program, which allows agencies to enforce federal immigration laws.  Jim Pendergraph, sheriff of Mecklenburg County, said his officers have arrested about 1,300 illegal residents since last May who have deportation orders or are criminals. Once they are in custody, federal officials make the final decisions. 
Environmental NEWS

Land Loss: Supporters of a proposal to borrow $1 billion dollars to preserve farmland and forests across North Carolina cited a new report Wednesday finding that the state has lost an estimated 325 acres per day to development over the past two decades. The report from Environment North Carolina, based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau and Natural Resources Conservation Services, estimated that North Carolina will lose nearly 2 million acres of cropland and forests over the next 20 years. Elizabeth Ouzts, head of Environment North Carolina, said the rate of property development in the state is also outstripping population growth. The report comes as legislators debate competing borrowing proposals, including those to build schools, and water and sewer lines. Rep. Lucy Allen, D-Franklin, said legislators need to be forward-looking enough to understand how significant the open space bond initiative -- called Land for Tomorrow -- will be for future generations of North Carolinians.  But she conceded that, given the other bond proposals, it may be difficult to gain the necessary support for the full amount. 
Business NEWS        
Smithfield Finds no Melamine:  Smithfield Packing Co. said Thursday it hasn't purchased or processed any hogs from any farms quarantined by the FDA or USDA after the discovery of feed contaminated by a chemical blamed for pet deaths and a major pet-food recall. Following an internal investigation, the company also said it didn't find any feed ingredients in its hog-feeding operations containing melamine. 

Swift Seeks ‘Not Guilty’ Verdict:  Still stung by the federal government's immigration sting at meatpacking plants in six states in December, Swift & Co. told lawmakers Tuesday the company did all it could to prevent illegal activity given limited resources, and it should be cleared of any wrongdoing.  "Please note," said Jack Shandley, Swift's senior vice president of human resources in Greeley, Colo., "that after 14 months of investigation the government has not accused or charged Swift with any wrongdoing in connection with its immigrant worker investigation. We have no reason to believe it will do so in the future.  DHS and ICE do, however, continue to unfairly insinuate that the company is somehow guilty in some unspecified way by parrying all inquiries with the reply of 'there's an ongoing investigation,'" he continued. "We believe it is past time for ICE to publicly admit that the company is not guilty of violating immigration laws."  Shandley testified before a U.S. House judiciary committee looking into flaws in employment verification and worksite enforcement. His full testimony was posted Tuesday on www.swiftbrands.com.  The ICE raids netted 1,282 workers, an operation that cost the company more than $30 million stemming from lost efficiency and contributed to its poor third-quarter financial results. 
Commodity NEWS        
Hog Quarantine: Federal health officials said Tuesday that salvaged pet food contaminated with an industrial chemical was fed to hogs in as many as six states, including North Carolina. It was not immediately clear if any of the hogs then entered the food supply for humans. Food safety officials said hogs at farms in California, New York, North Carolina, South Carolina, Utah and possibly Ohio ate the contaminated products. Hogs at some of the farms have been quarantined. The urine of some has tested positive for the chemical, melamine, the Food and Drug Administration said. North Carolina officials said the animals were on a 1,400-hog farm in the western part of the state and none had entered the food chain for human consumption. The state Agriculture Department said it quarantined the farm. The FDA also said it planned to begin testing a wide variety of vegetable proteins at firms that imported the ingredients to make everything from pizza dough to infant formula and protein shakes to energy bars. The ingredient list includes wheat gluten, corn gluten, corn meal, soy protein and rice bran. 

Crop Freeze: Gov. Mike Easley met with western North Carolina farmers Thursday to reassure them that government agencies are working to assess the damage of a recent freeze and windstorm that destroyed crops across the state. Easley said statewide damages so far are at $112 million and rising as assessments continue, and more counties continue to be added to the request for federal disaster designation. The governor estimated that losses in Henderson County, which was hit particularly hard by the bad weather, at $19 million. However, County Commissioner Mark Williams said the likely damage is much higher, since estimates of the apple crop alone are about $23 million. “That’s without the losses in nursery stock and other crops,” he said. Easley met with farmers, representatives of N.C. Cooperative Extension and officials at regional economic development group Advantage West to offer an update on efforts. “I have asked the U.S. Department of Agriculture to designate 55, now 56, counties in North Carolina as federal disaster areas,” Easley said.  According to early assessments at least 47 counties qualify for disaster status -- 35 percent loss or greater to any single crop. He also asked for eight more counties to be assessed. 

Grape Freeze:  North Carolina grape growers have estimated a crop loss of 50 percent or more from cold weather earlier this month. The Easter weekend freeze came just as many vines were breaking their first bud, but some growers and industry experts say it is possible that many vines will bud a second and third time this year.  Specialists are still trying to determine how much of the 2007 grape crop is at risk, said Terry Garwood, the interim director of the N.C. Cooperative Extension Service in Surry County. Industry experts say it will still be several weeks before specialists can assess total damages to the state's grape crop. 
USDA News

Recalls Come at Critical Time for FSIS:  No sooner did members of USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service endure a scathing session with the House Agriculture Subcommittee on the issue of food-borne illness last week than they were confronted with a pair of major recalls, one in California and one in Pennsylvania, on Friday, both involving outbreaks of E. coli O157:H7.  Both recalls arrive on the heels of a recent report from the Centers for Disease Control indicating that instances of foodborne illness in the United States have either risen or remained the same over the past five years. Although FSIS data shows unchanging or decreasing figures among plant samples, the CDC figures and a report from the Government Accountability Office indicating that one-third of U.S. meat plants weren't inspected last year prompted Rep. Rosa DeLauro [D.-Conn.] to blast FSIS during the April 18 House Agriculture Subcommittee hearing.  DeLauro said, "I am going to do everything I can to delay [FSIS's risk-based plant inspection initiative] until we're standing on solid facts." The initiative, which already has been delayed until summer, essentially seeks to deploy inspectors where they are needed most, meaning some plants would receive more visits than others. 

Japan Agrees to 'First Step' in Expanding U.S. Beef Trade: USDA Secretary Mike Johanns has approved Japan's request to conduct additional audits of U.S. beef processing plants, a move he characterized as "an important first step in efforts to expand U.S. beef trade [in Japanese markets].   "I have approved Japan's request to conduct additional audits of U.S. beef processing plants," Johanns said in a statement issued Monday night.  "I have invited Japan to begin the audits as soon as arrangements can be made. This is part of Japan's verification that our process will provide them with safe beef products."  Johanns indicated that once the verification process is complete, Japan will discontinue its requirement of inspecting all beef shipped from U.S. processing plants.. 
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.
Senate Committee on Agriculture/Environment/Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, May 1 at 11:00 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.

House Committee on Agriculture will meet on Wednesday, May 2, at 12:00 pm 1229 Legislative Building.
House Committee on Agribusiness will meet on Wednesday, May 2 at 1:00 pm 415 Legislative Office Building.
The Environment Management Commission will hold a public hearing on proposed rules on Tuesday, May 1 at 6 p.m., Mooresville Public Library, 304 S. Main St., Mooresville. Contact: Delonda Alexander, 508-8444. 

N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries will hold a public meeting on Tuesday, May 1 at 7 p.m. to discuss proposed changes to federal regulations for turtle excluder devices, which allow sea turtles to escape from nets, Center for Marine Sciences and Technology, 303 College Circle, Room 205, Morehead City. Contact: Red Munden, 252-726-7021.
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