 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

April 9, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

Smoking Ban: Several "concerned business owners" have formed a coalition to fight a proposed ban on smoking in nearly all businesses across the state, according to a news release on Friday by the group. The formation of the group, the North Carolina Hospitality Choice Coalition, is in response to House Bill 259, which was introduced in the Legislature in February. The measure, sponsored by House Majority Leader Hugh Holliman, D-Davidson, and Rep. Larry Hall, D-Durham, would prohibit smoking in most public buildings and workplaces, including bars. It's scheduled to be considered by the full House on April 4.  On Monday, Holliman said he is roughly 10 votes short of getting the legislation through the House. To defuse his colleagues concerns, Holliman is suggesting an exemption for small businesses be added to the bill. “It’s a health issue, and I certainly have a concern about people who work in small businesses as well as larger ones,” he said. “But I’m also realistic that you can’t get anything done without 61 votes, so we may well have to take what we can get.” Holliman said that he will likely run the bill back through a committee so the exemption can be added.

Lucas' Seat: The Durham Committee on the Affairs of Black People has endorsed lawyer and Durham Democratic Party Chairman Floyd McKissick Jr. to serve the remaining term of the late Sen. Jeanne Lucas. McKissick gained the endorsement over several other candidates, including Mayor Pro Tem Cora Cole-McFadden and MaryAnn Black, former chairwoman of the Durham County Board of Commissioners. Cole-McFadden and Black have been considered front-runners in a special election Monday by members of the party’s executive committee. McKissick was a Durham City Council member from 1993 to 2001 and led its legislative committee for four years. The Durham Democratic Party’s executive committee will choose who will serve the remainder of the term on April 9. The candidate chosen must be approved by Gov. Mike Easley, but that is largely a formality. 
Campaign NEWS
Raising Funds:  Sen. Elizabeth Dole's campaign said Thursday that it had raised $1.7 million in campaign contributions during the first three months, likely quelling talk that Dole doesn't plan to seek a second term. The campaign said it had raised $1 million in March and had $1.5 million cash on hand. 
Washington NEWS

Union “Card Check” Submitted to Senate: The U.S. Senate has received a bill that would make it easier for workers to unionize. The Employee Free Choice Act, sponsored by Sen. Edward Kennedy (D-Mass.), would replace the existing system of federally supervised secret-ballot elections with a "card check," whereby a company would be required to recognize and bargain with a union if a majority of workers simply sign authorization cards. EFCA passed in the U.S. House last month by a margin of 241-185. The bill has 46 co-sponsors in the Senate, 14 short of the 60 votes needed to end debate and force a vote on the floor. 
Immigration Office: People applying for citizenship, green cards or visas in North Carolina will soon be able to do so at immigration offices in Charlotte and Durham. Currently, the state's only U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services office is in Charlotte. Paul Cox, a spokesman for Rep. David Price, said that office has been strained for years. Just in 2005, some 16,715 people sought permanent residence status in the state, up 5,000 from the previous year. The building should be up by late 2007 or early 2008, Cox said. 

Environmental NEWS

Clean-Air Violations: The U.S. Supreme Court ruled Monday thatDuke Energy Corp. may have violated clean-air laws when it modernized eight coal-burning power plants. In a unanimous decision, justices ruled that the 4th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in Richmond, Va., overstepped its authority by implicitly invalidating 1980 Environmental Protection Agency regulations with its interpretation. The case now returns to the lower courts. The case revolves around the replacement of parts at eight Carolinas plants between 1988 and 2000. Duke sought no permit on the grounds that the repairs did not increase the hourly rate of emissions from the plants. The EPA and environmental groups filed suit against Duke in 2000, contending the modifications required approval because they increased the number of hours Duke could run the plants. 
Business NEWS        
NC Plants Receive Safety Award: The American Meat Institute has announced the 2007 winners of the AMI-National Safety Council Worker Recognition Awards. Premium Standard Farms in Clinton was one of 34 plants recognized with the highest Award of Honor. Smithfield Foods in Kinston was recognized with the Award of Merit and Smithfield Packing in Tar Heel and Wilson received the Award of Commendation.  Presented at the 2007 Worker Safety, Health and Human Resource Conference this week in Denver, the awards give kudos to U.S. meatpacking and processing plants that exhibit efforts to improve safety performance.  For a full listing of the awards go to http://www.workersafety.org/conference/2007awards.pdf.

Dole Plant: Dole Food Co. opened its first plant in North Carolina on Wednesday, a $54 million salad-packaging plant that will employ 350 people. The company received government incentives worth up to $8.5 million to open the 285,000-square-foot facility west of Charlotte in an area hit hard by layoffs in the textile industry. Gaston County has lost more than 4,000 textile-related jobs from 2000 to 2005. Dole said the Bessemer City facility, which will ship 750,000 packages of salad greens per day, could expand to employ up to 900 people over the next 10 years. 
Edwards Weighs in on Smithfield-Union Divide: Former Sen. John Edwards (D-N.C.) sent a letter to Smithfield Foods President CEO Larry Pope calling on the company to protect the rights of workers at its Smithfield Packing Co. plant in Tar Heel, N.C. Smithfield Packing Co. spokesman Dennis Pittman said that the company had just become aware of the letter and was preparing a response.  Smithfield has asked UFCW to hold a secret-ballot vote, but the union favors a "card-check" system. Smithfield says it won't accept the "card-check" method, arguing that it eliminates a worker's right to privacy. 
Commodity NEWS        
Biofuels Plan: A report presented to the Environmental Review Commission by a biofuels work group says that 10 percent of the state's liquid fuels should come from crops grown and produced in the state by 2017.  The report also urges legislators to create a state biofuels commission that would develop policy, guide research, and coordinate efforts in the public and private sectors to make and market biofuels. The strategic plan, presented by Steven Burke of the nonprofit North Carolina Biotechnology Center, notes that North Carolina can't produce enough corn to meet its fuel needs and instead should turn to "cellulosic ethanol." That fuel can be made from a much wider variety of plants readily available in the state.  The problem is that the process is much more expensive. About $14.5 million of the recommended $25 million for research would be directed to find more efficient ways to process cellulosic ethanol, while $4 million would be used on a small-scale plant where methods could be tested. 

Low-Path Bird Flu Affects W.Va. Turkey Farms: The discovery of a strain of avian flu at a farm in rural Pendleton County, W.Va., has prompted agriculture officials to destroy about 25,000 turkeys. State Agriculture Department spokesman Buddy Davidson told the Associated Press that the strain is different from the deadly H5N1 virus that has ravaged parts of Asia and Africa. "People should not be worried," he said. The flu was detected during routine screening of the birds prior to slaughter. Authorities have not released the name of the farm where it was discovered, but they have ordered all poultry farms in a five-county area of West Virginia to keep all poultry litter until testing can be done.
USDA News

Hog Count Climbs 1 Percent:  According to USDA, inventory of all hogs and pigs as of March 1 was 61.1 million head, up 1 percent from a year earlier, but down 2 percent from Dec. 1, 2006. Breeding inventory, at 6.08 million head, was up 1 percent from last year, but down slightly from the previous quarter. Market hog inventory, at 55.0 million head, was up 1 percent from last year, but down 2 percent from last quarter. The December 2006-February 2007 pig crop, at 26.1 million head, was up 2 percent from 2006 and up 3 percent from 2005.  The total number of hogs under contract, owned by operations with over 5,000 head, but raised by contractees, accounted for 39 percent of the total U.S. hog inventory, unchanged from last year.

Corn Futures Drop: Corn futures were down more than 5 percent Friday on the Chicago Board of Trade after USDA released a report indicating that 2007 would see the largest corn sowing in 63 years.  USDA's farmer survey showed that corn growers plan to plant 90.45 million acres of corn. Analysts had predicted 88 million acres. If all of the corn planted is harvested, the acreage would yield about 12.5 billion bushels. But some worry that the weather may take its toll, and ending stocks will be much lower than that. 

FDA Proposes Rule to Change Irradiated Food Labels:  The Food and Drug Administration has proposed changes to its rules about labeling irradiated foods. The proposed rule would require irradiated food to be labeled only when irradiation causes a "material change" in the product, such as a change in the taste, texture, smell or shelf life. The proposal also would allow the term "pasteurized" to be used to describe irradiated food if processors can show FDA that the irradiation process meets the criteria for the use of "pasteurized" outlined in the Federal Food, Drug and Cosmetic Act. Companies would be able to petition the agency to use terms other than "irradiated" as well. FDA is accepting comments on the proposed rule until July 3. To read the entire proposal and for details about submitting comments, go to http://a257.g.akamaitech.net/7/257/2422/01jan20071800/edocket.access.gpo.gov/2007/07-1636.htm
S. Korea-US FTA: South Korean said Tuesday it would craft a comprehensive assistance package to help soften the blow expected to hit farmers as a result of its bilateral trade agreement with the United States. In the deal, which is expected to affect roughly 3.5 million of its domestic farmers, South Korea agreed to immediately eliminate tariffs on about 38 percent of the 1,531 agricultural items the two sides debated. For example, Seoul agreed to phase out tariffs on beef and pork over the next 15 and 10 years, respectively, in exchange for U.S. access to Korea's beans and citrus markets. In addition, the deal does not allow for the importation of Canadian beef.  Under the FTA, all meat from cattle raised in the U.S. for 100 days would qualify as being a product of the United States.

Risk-Based Inspections May Face Delays: A new risk-based inspection program of meat plants, which was to roll out this month at 30 prototype sites, could be delayed by as little as a month or as long as two to three months.  Food Safety and Inspection Service spokesman Steve Cohen indicated that the program will still likely roll out this spring, but "probably not [in] April." FSIS Under Secretary Richard Raymond told members of Congress FSIS may delay implementation until June or July. RBI seeks to deploy FSIS inspectors where they are needed most, in accordance with the risks associated with a product, process or food-safety program. All plants will remain subject to daily inspection, though some may be subject to more than others. The agency also suspended all "limited" and "minimal" inspection programs, and will now inspect all processing establishments at least once per shift.  FSIS implemented "limited" and "minimal" inspection programs in the 1970s due to staffing shortages. 
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 Senate Committee on Agriculture/Environment/Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, April 10 at 11:00 a.m., 544 LOB
The North Carolina Pesticide Board will meet on Tuesday, April 10 at 12:30 p.m., Gov. James G. Martin Building, N.C. State Fairgrounds, Raleigh. 
The National Commission on Industrial Farm Animal Production will hold a meeting on Tuesday, April 10 at 4 p.m. about public health and environmental concerns related to animal production, 220 Foster St., Durham. Contact: Ralph Loglisci, 202-223-2996.

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.

The House Committee on Agriculture will meet on Wednesday, April 11 at 12:00 p.m., 1228 LB.
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